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With its unique union of theory and application and its well-organized, easy-to-use design, Moral
Choices has earned its place as the standard text for college ethics courses. This fourth edition
offers extensive updates, revisions, and three brand new chapters all designed to help students
develop a sound and current basis for making ethical decisions in today's complex postmodern
culture.Moral Choices outlines the distinctive elements of Christian ethics while avoiding undue
dogmatism. The book also introduces other ethical systems and their key historical proponents,
including Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Immanuel Kant.After describing a
seven-step procedure for tackling ethical dilemmas, author Scott Rae uses case studies to
address some of today's most pressing social issues. He guides students in thinking critically
and biblically about issues, including:AbortionReproductive TechnologiesEuthanasiaCapital
PunishmentSexual EthicsThe Morality of WarGenetic Technologies and Human CloningEthics
and EconomicsNEW: Creation CareNEW: Animal RightsNEW: Gun-ControlNEW: Race, Gender,
and DiversityNEW: Immigration, Refugees, and Border ControlFEATURESRelevant Case
Studies throughoutDiscussion questions at the end of each chapterSidebars with case studies
for discussionRecommended further reading

About the AuthorScott B. Rae (PhD, University of Southern California) is professor of Christian
ethics at Talbot School of Theology, Biola University, La Mirada, California. --This text refers to
the hardcover edition.Review'In this highly readable and well-referenced book, Scott Rae
patiently works through some of the most relevant and perplexing moral questions of the twenty-
first century. Given the nature of these issues, this is not an easy task. His careful analysis is
illustrated with many enlightening analogies. Beyond that, many readers will appreciate his
answers to foundational questions such as why the topic matters in the first place, how to think
morally and the variety of ways people do so, and what distinguishes a Christian approach to
ethical analysis from a nonchristian one. Those who desire to navigate the perplexing maze of
moral questions and various viewpoints on them will find this book invaluable.' -- Paul
Chamberlain, professor of ethics and leadership, director of Institute of Christian Apologetics,
Trinity Western University'Moral Choices is a treasure. After giving a tour on how to think about
ethics, Rae walks us through the array of moral choices one faces in the modern world. Loaded
with example scenarios and all kinds of data, this book travels through the labyrinth of moral
decisions one faces, especially in the area of medical ethics. Anyone reading this book will not
get lost in how to wrestle with such choices and will possess a solid guide on how to think about
them.' -- Darrell Bock, senior research professor of New Testament, executive director of cultural
engagement at the Hendricks Center, Dallas Theological Seminary'Moral Choices is my go-to
book on helping students think through challenging ethical issues. I recently took a group of



advanced high school students through it, and they loved it. It is clear, compelling, and biblical.
I’m thrilled about this update and am honored to offer it my highest recommendation.' -- Sean
McDowell, PhD, speaker, author, associate professor, Biola University'In my twenty years of
teaching Christian Ethics, Moral Choices has been very helpful for my students because it is
biblically grounded, clear, and engaging, and it helps readers both to think through the process
of Christian moral reasoning and to apply such reasoning to the issues of our day. This updated
and expanded fourth edition is timely, with new chapters on “Creation Care and Environmental
Ethics,” “Violence and Gun Control,” “Race, Gender, and Diversity,” and “Immigration, Refugees,
and Border Control.” Readers may disagree with some of Dr. Rae’s conclusions, but all will
benefit from his work on critical moral issues.' -- Ken Magnuson, professor of Christian ethics,
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary'I regard Scott Rae’s latest book, the fourth edition of
Moral Choices, as the most impressive work on Christian ethics that I have read in the last few
decades. Written by an outstanding teacher and scholar, this is the one book that I would
recommend to students, church leaders, and political decision-makers who want a sophisticated
but easy-to-read guide through the maze of modern ethical decision-making. Situating ethics
within an overall framework of worldview, this work masterfully explains and evaluates the
various ethical systems, provides a suggested model for moral decision-making, and offers up-
to-date and real life working examples of some sensible and satisfying solutions available to
modern ethicists.' -- Peter Hastie, principal, Presbyterian Theological College, Melbourne,
Australia'Moral Choices is a fine presentation of an Evangelical perspective on normative and
applied ethics. Although, as a Catholic, I part ways with Professor Rae on several issues, his
arguments and insights are important in helping all of us to think more deeply and carefully
about the most important moral and social issues of our time.' -- Francis J. Beckwith, Professor
of Philosophy & Church-State Studies, Baylor University; 2018 President, American Catholic
Philosophical Association --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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In this highly readable and well-referenced book, Scott Rae patiently works through some of the
most relevant and perplexing moral questions of the twenty-first century. Given the nature of
these issues, this is not an easy task. His careful analysis is illustrated with many enlightening
analogies. Beyond that, many readers will appreciate his answers to foundational questions
such as why the topic matters in the first place, how to think morally and the variety of ways
people do so, and what distinguishes a Christian approach to ethical analysis from a
nonchristian one. Those who desire to navigate the perplexing maze of moral questions and
various viewpoints on them will find this book invaluable.Paul Chamberlain, professor of ethics
and leadership, director of Institute of Christian Apologetics, Trinity Western UniversityMoral
Choices is a treasure. After giving a tour on how to think about ethics, Rae walks us through the
array of moral choices one faces in the modern world. Loaded with example scenarios and all
kinds of data, this book travels through the labyrinth of moral decisions one faces, especially in
the area of medical ethics. Anyone reading this book will not get lost in how to wrestle with such
choices and will possess a solid guide on how to think about them.Darrell Bock, senior research
professor of New Testament, executive director of cultural engagement at the Hendricks Center,
Dallas Theological SeminaryMoral Choices is my go-to book on helping students think through
challenging ethical issues. I recently took a group of advanced high school students through it,
and they loved it. It is clear, compelling, and biblical. I’m thrilled about this update and am
honored to offer it my highest recommendation.Sean McDowell, PhD, speaker, author, associate
professor, Biola UniversityIn my twenty years of teaching Christian Ethics, Moral Choices has
been very helpful for my students because it is biblically grounded, clear, and engaging, and it
helps readers both to think through the process of Christian moral reasoning and to apply such
reasoning to the issues of our day. This updated and expanded fourth edition is timely, with new
chapters on “Creation Care and Environmental Ethics,” “Violence and Gun Control,” “Race,
Gender, and Diversity,” and “Immigration, Refugees, and Border Control.” Readers may disagree
with some of Dr. Rae’s conclusions, but all will benefit from his work on critical moral issues.Ken
Magnuson, professor of Christian ethics, Southern Baptist Theological SeminaryI regard Scott
Rae’s latest book, the fourth edition of Moral Choices, as the most impressive work on Christian
ethics that I have read in the last few decades. Written by an outstanding teacher and scholar,
this is the one book that I would recommend to students, church leaders, and political decision-
makers who want a sophisticated but easy-to-read guide through the maze of modern ethical
decision-making. Situating ethics within an overall framework of worldview, this work masterfully
explains and evaluates the various ethical systems, provides a suggested model for moral
decision-making, and offers up-to-date and real life working examples of some sensible and
satisfying solutions available to modern ethicists.Peter Hastie, principal, Presbyterian
Theological College, Melbourne, AustraliaZONDERVANMoral ChoicesCopyright © 1995, 2000,
2009, 2018 by Scott B. RaeRequests for information should be addressed to:Zondervan, 3900
Sparks Dr. SE, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49546All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise
indicated, are taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973,
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be or imply an endorsement by Zondervan, nor does Zondervan vouch for the content of these
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are due to a number of important people who enabled this fourth edition to become a reality.
Thanks to my colleagues at Talbot School of Theology, particularly in the philosophy
department, for their intellectual stimulation and encouraging friendships—you guys provide a
great environment in which to work. I’m especially grateful for the Sabbatical leave that allowed
the space to finish this fourth edition. Special thanks to Matt Estel at Zondervan, thanks for your
thorough and careful work in editing the manuscript. I have much appreciation for Katya Covrett,
my editor at Zondervan, for her initiative and creativity in proposing the changes for this
edition.Many thanks to Zondervan for their desire to publish a fourth edition of this book. I trust
that it will continue to be a useful tool, now more beneficial with the updates and new chapters
made for this edition.To my wife, Sally, and my sons, Taylor, Cameron, and Austin—thanks for
your patience with me when I was getting this finished. You all are such an encouragement, and I
am grateful for all that you mean to me.Chapter 1IntroductionWhy Morality MattersImagine that
you were able to live your life in such a way that you could do whatever you wanted to do,
whenever you wanted to do it, and you would never get caught or face any consequences for



your actions? That is, you could cheat on exams in school, plagiarize papers, sleep with
whoever you wanted to, or embezzle money from your employer, and never worry about getting
caught. In Plato’s classic work The Republic, the myth of Gyges sets out precisely this situation.
In a parallel to Frodo putting on the ring in the film trilogy, The Lord of the Rings,1 Gyges was
given the opportunity to live as an invisible entity, able to do anything he wanted without anyone
discovering what he had done. That is, he could do whatever he wanted and would assuredly
get away with it. Given the chance to live life like this, the question Plato raises is “Would a
person want to be moral? And if so, why?”2 After a good deal of dialogue, Plato concluded that
being moral was inherently valuable, apart from any additional benefits it produced or harm that
it enabled a person to avoid.How would you respond to the question “Why be moral?” Since the
moral life and moral decision-making are the focal points of this book, you can see that I am
assuming being moral matters, and significantly. If you decide that being moral is not very
important, then you probably will not spend much time reading this or any other book on ethics.
But if being moral is important to you, the content of this book will be helpful in shaping how you
view morality.Morality and the Good Life/SocietyMorality matters because most people, when
they are genuinely honest with themselves, associate doing well in life with being a good person.
Having moral character is still essential to most people’s conceptions of what makes a person
flourish in his or her life. For example, it is difficult to imagine a person being considered a
success in life if he has gained his wealth dishonestly. It is equally difficult to call a person a
success who is at the top of his profession but cheats on his wife, abuses his children, and
drinks too much. On the other hand, we rightly hold up a person like Mother Teresa as a model
of living a good life, even though she lacked most material goods that society values. One of the
principal reasons for being moral is that it is central to most concepts of human fulfillment. For
the Christian, being moral is critical to a life that seeks to honor God. We could say that being
moral is inherently good because it is foundational to a person’s flourishing in life, since doing
well in life and being a good person still go together for most people.The same holds true for
society as a whole. Most people would not want to live in a society in which morality was
unimportant, in which conceptions of right and wrong carried little weight. In fact, it is unlikely
that any sort of civilized society could continue unless it had concern for key moral values, such
as fairness, justice, truthfulness, and compassion. Ethics are important because they give
direction to people and societies who have some sense that they cannot flourish without being
moral. This is sometimes referred to as social contract theory, which maintains that as a society,
people generally agree to abide by certain moral rules and standards for the sake of social order
and peace.3 Thomas Hobbes, for example, insists that something like this social contract is
necessary if societies are to avoid his “state of nature,” which he describes as a war of all against
all. This type of society Hobbes wanted to avoid is exemplified in William Golding’s novel Lord of
the Flies in which a social order without morality degenerates into a world that very few people
would want to live.Many thoughtful observers of today’s culture are growing increasingly
concerned about a breakdown in morality, particularly among students and young adults. They



cite phenomena such as drug use, alcoholism, teenage pregnancies, violence, juvenile
delinquency, crime, and sexually transmitted diseases as evidence of the moral fabric of society
coming unraveled. Some even suggest that the 2016 US Presidential election is further evidence
of character and morality being marginalized. University of Virginia sociologist James Davison
Hunter pointedly maintains, “Character is dead. Attempts to revive it will yield little. Its time has
passed.”4 He argues that, culturally, we want a renewal of morality, but we want it without the
commitments that accompany a rekindling of the importance of character and ethics. He puts it
this way:We want a renewal of character in our day, but we don’t really know what we ask for. To
have a renewal of character is to have a renewal of a creedal order that constrains, limits, binds,
obligates and compels. This price is too high for us to pay (as a culture). We want character, but
without unyielding conviction; we want strong morality, but without the emotional burden of guilt
and shame; we want virtue, but without particular moral justifications that invariably offend; we
want good without having to name evil; we want decency without the authority to insist on it; we
want moral community without any limitations to personal freedom. In short, we want what we
cannot possibly have on the terms we want it.5What Hunter means by a “creedal order” is a
framework for morality that has substantial authority and is binding on individuals and
communities. It is not necessarily a religious framework, but Hunter is not optimistic about a
renewal of character apart from some kind of religious reinforcement of moral
commitments.Morality and One’s WorldviewMorality matters because moral questions are at the
core of life’s most vital issues. Morality is primarily concerned with questions of right and wrong,
the ability to distinguish between the two, and the justification of the distinction. Closely related
are such questions as: What is a good person? What things are morally praiseworthy? What
constitutes a good life? And what would a good society look like? These are fundamental to your
view of the world. You cannot formulate an adequate worldview without providing answers to
these moral questions.6 Your view of morality is connected to other critical questions that your
worldview must answer. Everyone has a worldview, that is, a set of intellectual lenses through
which a person sees the world. Of course, not everyone’s worldview is well thought out or
entirely consistent; nonetheless, everyone has one. In fact, when someone makes a decision for
Christian faith, he or she not only begins a relationship with God but also adopts a new set of
lenses through which to see the world. The same is basically true of adopting other faiths or no
faith—that commitment comes with a worldview, a set of ideas to which you are also committed.
You cannot have an adequate worldview without a view of morality.A person’s worldview
consists of the way a person answers questions about metaphysics, which ask what is real, or
what is the nature of reality? Metaphysics means “beyond the physical,” and it deals with
questions of what exists—is it just the physical world (known as naturalism), or are there real
things that exist outside the physical world? Your worldview also involves a viewpoint about
epistemology (which comes from two Greek words meaning “the study of knowledge”), which
asks how we know what we know. It also involves a view about anthropology (which also comes
from two Greek words which mean “the study of man [humanity]”), which asks what a person is



(and, by extension, what happens to a person after death). Anthropology addresses the issues
of human personhood: Is a person simply a collection of body parts and physical properties, or
does a person consist of something else, something immaterial, like a soul? Your answers to the
questions about morality mentioned above connect to other aspects of your worldview, hopefully
consistently!For example, your view of metaphysics makes a substantial difference in how you
view morality. If God exists, then your view of morality, to be consistent, should take that into
account. You might also conclude that God has ordered his world so that morality is built into its
framework. If your worldview has no place for God, you might conclude that morality is strictly a
human creation. Or you might conclude that morality arose as a result of an evolutionary
adaptive advantage, that human beings saw the advantage for survival in having communities
that are governed by moral obligations.Likewise, your anthropology is closely connected to your
view of metaphysics. If you are a naturalist, human beings are nothing more than a collection of
parts and properties with no essence that continues through time and change. How you view the
morality of many bioethical issues depends on your view of human persons—what are persons,
and when does human personhood begin and end?7 A person’s position on abortion, physician-
assisted suicide/euthanasia, reproductive technologies, and enhancement biotechnology all
depend on your view of human persons, which is often assumed and not made explicit.Your
view of epistemology is also very important for understanding how you come to know your moral
obligations. If you are an epistemological skeptic, you might hold that even if morality does exist,
human beings cannot know its demands. But if you are more of an epistemological realist, you
might conclude that morality can be known and what we can know does correspond to what
actually exists. How, specifically, it can be known helps to distinguish a divine command view of
morality from a natural law view.Epistemology from a Christian worldview presumes that there is
such a thing as genuine moral knowledge. But the existence of genuine moral knowledge is
being increasingly called into question in philosophy today as a result of the cultural dominance
of naturalism. This demonstrates how a person’s view of epistemology is connected to his or her
view of metaphysics. Among other things, the naturalist metaphysic maintains that all reality is
reducible to that which can be perceived with one’s senses. The implication for epistemology is
that there is nothing that is real or that counts for knowledge that is not verifiable by the senses.
As a result, moral knowledge has been reduced to the realm of belief and is considered parallel
to religious beliefs, which the culture widely holds are not verifiable. The theist maintains that
moral knowledge is genuine knowledge just like scientific knowledge—that “murder is wrong”
can be known as true and cannot be reduced to subjective opinion or belief without the risk of all
morality being subjective. The theist argues that no one consistently lives as if morality is entirely
subjective and that moral truths do exist and can be known.8Morality and Diversity/
PluralismMorality matters because, in our increasingly diverse global culture, it is critical for
solving what may be the most important issue for our survival—namely, getting along with each
other peacefully despite a plethora of irreconcilable differences. Os Guinness, in The Global
Public Square, identifies the problem as such: “How do we live with our deepest differences,



especially when those differences are religious and ideological, and when those differences
concern matters of our common public life. In short, how do we create a global public square
and make the world safer for diversity?”9 The most obvious of these conflicts, one that has
grown increasingly violent and intolerant in recent years, is between radical Islam and Western
culture. But others, though less violent, are showing evidence of increasing intolerance of those
who disagree. Take, for example, the response to businesses that choose not to provide
services to same-sex wedding ceremonies. The well-publicized bakers and florists, and even
Memories Pizza, who, out of sincere religious convictions, opted not to serve a same-sex
wedding, found their livelihood destroyed as a consequence.10 Or take Brendan Eich, founder
and former CEO of Mozilla. Eich was forced out of his position because he contributed a small
amount of money to Proposition 8 in California.11 In addition, some state university systems and
private colleges no longer allow some religious organizations and clubs to have a presence on
campus because of their views. Increasingly, religious institutions, including schools, nonprofits,
and businesses run by religious believers are finding themselves subject to highly coercive
measures that would force them to abandon deeply held religious views or face severe
sanctions that would force many out of business.Morality matters because important virtues and
moral principles are at stake in these public issues and because ethics is our best hope for
establishing a framework for living together peacefully despite our ideological differences.
Guinness insists that what we need goes beyond the traditional idea of religious freedom to what
he calls “soul freedom,” which others have referred to as “freedom of conscience.” This extension
of religious freedom is necessary because soul freedom applies to all human beings, whether or
not they have religious faith. Guinness insists,Indispensable to solving these challenges is the
extension of soul freedom for all. Soul freedom is the inviolable freedom of thought, conscience,
religion and belief that alone does full justice to the dictates of our humanity. . . . It best expresses
human dignity and agency; it promotes freedom and justice for all; it fosters healthy giving,
caring, peaceful and stable societies; and it acts as a bulwark against the countless current
abuses of power and the equally countless brutal oppressions of human dignity. . . . Soul
freedom is about nothing less than our freedom and responsibility to be fully human and to live
together in thriving and beneficial communities.12Mutual respect, tolerance, and peaceful
resolution of conflicts—these are moral values, so the issue that Guinness raises is
fundamentally a moral one. In order to deal with the increasing secularization of the culture, the
privatization of faith that often results from the tensions raised by a secular culture, and the
changing notion of tolerance (from treating people well with whom you disagree, to actually
agreeing with their ideas), we require a new sense of moral pluralism.13Morality and the
ProfessionsMorality matters because practitioners in a wide variety of professions deal with
moral questions, whether or not they realize it. For example, morality is fundamental to politics,
since politics and law concern the way people ought to order their lives together in society. In
addition, medicine and the sciences, such as genetics and molecular biology, have numerous
moral overtones because they deal with the morally charged areas of life and death. Further,



business practices provide a variety of ethical minefields that can challenge the integrity of the
men and women striving to succeed in an ever more competitive global economy.Morality
matters because you face moral choices every day, both in the workplace and in your private life.
Every so often you will face emotionally wrenching moral dilemmas that have no easy answers.
Many decisions you make on a day-today basis also involve questions of right and wrong, some
of which may have easy answers that are difficult to carry out. Ethics provides the basis for those
decisions. Most people have an idea of what sorts of things are right and wrong. Explaining why
you think something is right or wrong is altogether another question. The basis on which you
make moral choices is often as important as the choices themselves. Yet few people have
adequately considered how they justify their conceptions of right and wrong.Finally, morality
matters because debates on several issues, including abortion, euthanasia, same-sex marriage,
gun control, and capital punishment seem endless and irreconcilable, and they promise to
continue far into the future. What many of these issues share is a fundamental disagreement
over the ultimate source of moral authority. Some individuals hold that moral authority is
ultimately a human construction, while others insist that moral authority comes from some
transcendent source that is beyond human beings, such as a revelation from God or nature. As
you read the newspaper and various news magazines and listen to television news, you will be
increasingly aware of the importance of these issues. You will also notice that, apart from legal
intervention, most of these issues are no closer to being resolved today than they were ten years
ago.Not only does intractable debate characterize these issues, but society has a general sense
of bewilderment over many other issues. Many of these involve matters of science and
technology that have run far ahead of ethical reflection. For example, genetic testing, gene
editing, enhancement biotechnology, gender selection, various reproductive technologies, and
the use of human embryonic stem cells in the treatment of certain diseases all involve moral
dilemmas that are far from resolved. Most observers in these areas acknowledge that
technology has outpaced society’s ability to determine the moral parameters for its use. Yet
there remains a general sense that we need ethics to deal with our increasingly technological
society.More people have an interest in ethics today than at any other time in the recent past.
Some of that interest is due to the complex issues spawned by technology, while others have an
alarming sense of a general moral decline in society. In addition, the numerous scandals that
have rocked the business community and other professions have left some to ask if “business
ethics” and “professional ethics” are indeed oxymora. Some people are aware of the need to
stress ethics and character in various educational arenas, including public schools. Many are
also realizing that the value-neutral approach to education is not actually value neutral at all, and
some even suggest that such value neutrality is impossible. Although there is a greater
emphasis on character in view of well-publicized business ethics failures, ethics helps determine
which character traits are admirable and worth cultivating.Overview of the BookAs you read this
book, you will be exposed both to ethical theory and to the application of that theory to the most
pressing moral issues of the day. After this introductory chapter, we will consider how to think



about morality. I will distinguish between subjective and objective views of morality and make the
case for seeing morality as something objective, something we can know. That is, I will defend
the view known as moral realism and contrast it with an antirealist view of ethics. Throughout the
ages, many philosophers, even some whose inquiries predate the Bible, have wrestled with the
questions of ethics and arrived at somewhat different answers. Recognizing, then, that the Bible
is not the only source of ethical wisdom, chapter 2 provides a look at some other modes of moral
reasoning, such as relativism, utilitarianism, and ethical egoism. We will also examine the major
figures who systematized them, including Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, and Kant. These
must be brief, but I have included resources, especially original sources, should you wish to
study any of these individuals or systems further. For each alternative approach to ethics, I will
describe the system and its major advocate, present the strong points of the system, compare it
with Scripture, and critique the system, both from within the system itself and from the
perspective of Christian ethics. In order to be able to converse with an increasingly secular world
about ethics and morality, you need exposure to the ways in which other people have done
ethics. Some of these approaches have things to offer to a Christian ethic and aspects of them
can fit comfortably in that framework.Believing that morality ultimately issues from the character
of God, I find the most critical and foundational element of ethics to be the direction that God
provides, both in his Word (i.e., special revelation) and outside his Word (i.e., general revelation).
Chapter 3 will outline the distinctive elements of Christian ethics. Christian ethics is an enormous
topic. This entire book could be about Christian ethics. Some works are entirely devoted to this
subject. Here you will simply get a synthesis of the main parameters of biblical ethics.Chapter 4
contains a model for making moral decisions and illustrates its use on some particularly knotty
moral dilemmas. This model can be used in virtually any setting and does not require a particular
worldview commitment for its profitable use, though it does presume a blend of deontological
principles and virtues. I offer this model not as a type of computer program for generating correct
moral decisions, but as a guideline to ensure that all the bases are covered when you make
moral decisions. This chapter begins to build the bridge from theory to application that will be
more clearly defined in subsequent chapters.Chapters 5 through 16 deal with some of the
current issues that are hotly debated in the culture at large. Discussion in these chapters will
recognize the way these issues affect people individually (personal ethics) as well as how they
affect public policy, if they do (social ethics). Since medical ethics involves some of the most
frequently debated and complex issues, chapters 5 through 8 discuss such issues as abortion,
reproductive/genetic technologies, and assisted suicide. Staying within the arena of ethics
pertaining to life and death, chapter 9 addresses the issue of capital punishment. Chapter 10
takes up one of the longest running moral debates, the morality of war, which has some new
questions raised, particularly in the ongoing war on terrorism. Chapter 11 addresses the subject
of sexual ethics, which includes sexual orientation, same-sex marriage, and birth control.
Chapter 12 will take up creation care and environmental ethics and deal with more recent issues
such as climate change. Chapter 13 will address the intersection of ethics and economics, with



an introduction to business ethics and a brief look at the moral assessment of the economic
system of global capitalism. Chapter 14 will take up the controversial matter of violence and gun
control, made more urgent with the recent mass shootings that have drawn such public
attention. Chapter 15 will address issues of race, gender, and diversity, particularly the ethical
issues raised by the cultural emphasis on diversity. Finally, chapter 16 will deal with the pressing
issues related to immigration both in the United States and in Europe, though the discussion of
immigration is quite different in those two contexts.Introducing Key Terms and Distinctions in
EthicsOne of the difficult aspects of studying a subject like ethics is that you are introduced to
many terms with which you may be unfamiliar. For example, new members of the hospital ethics
committee with whom I consulted were often unacquainted with terminology customarily used
by ethicists. So, to keep you from the initial shock of jumping headfirst into a new subject, this
section will introduce you to some of the key terms that you will often see as you read this
book.Most people use the terms morality and ethics interchangeably. Technically, morality refers
to the actual content of right and wrong, and ethics refers to the process of determining, or
discovering, right and wrong. In other words, morality deals with moral knowledge and ethics
with moral reasoning and justification. Thus, ethics is both an art and a science. It does involve
precision like the sciences, but like art, it is an inexact and sometimes intuitive discipline.
Morality is the end result of ethical deliberation, the substance of right and wrong.Major
CategoriesThree broad categories have traditionally fallen under the heading of ethics. They
include (1) descriptive ethics, (2) normative ethics, and (3) metaethics. Normative ethics will be
the primary concern in this book. We will be applying our normative ethic to various current
issues, so, to be entirely accurate, we will be doing normative applied ethics in chapters 5–
16.First, descriptive ethics is a sociological or anthropological discipline that attempts to
describe the morals of a particular society, often by studying other cultures. Anthropologists
often use it in their fieldwork to describe the moral distinctives of other cultures.Second,
normative ethics refers to the discipline that produces moral norms or rules. Most systems of
ethics are designed to tell you what is normative for individual and/or group behavior, or what is
right and wrong, both generally and in specific circumstances. Normative ethics prescribes
moral behavior, whereas descriptive ethics describes moral behavior. When we examine
important moral issues in later chapters, we will be trying to establish a set of norms to apply to
that particular issue. When most people debate about ethics, they are debating normative
ethics, that is, what the moral norms should be and how those norms apply to the issues at
hand.Of course, ethics is not the only normative discipline that is interesting and relevant to
ethics.14 For example, the law produces legal norms but not necessarily moral ones, although
law and morality overlap significantly. In addition, there are norms of good taste and social
acceptability, which we call etiquette. Further, religion produces behavioral norms, often defined
by a religious authority such as a pastor or other church official, that govern one’s relationship to
God. In chapter 3 we will see that Christian ethics includes a substantial overlap between duties
with respect to a person’s relationship to God and duties with respect to the community.Third,



metaethics is an area of ethics that investigates the meaning of moral language, or the
epistemology of ethics, and also considers the justification of ethical theories and judgments.
For example, it focuses on the meaning of the major terms used in ethics, such as right, good,
and just. The primary focus of technical philosophers, metaethics has been receiving more
attention from a popular audience today since more people are insisting that the language of
right and wrong is nothing more than an expression of personal preferences. Accordingly, some
argue that the judgment that pedophilia is wrong is not a statement about right and wrong but
simply a personal distaste for pedophilia. Morality is thus reduced to matters of taste and
preference and has little to do with right and wrong. We will look at this later in chapter 2 when
we discuss emotivism.When discussing whether someone or something is moral, it helps to be
very specific. Normally, making a moral assessment involves at least four specific
considerations.15 First, you should consider the action itself. This is usually the focus of a moral
assessment, but it is hardly the only aspect of moral evaluation. Second, you should evaluate
the motive of the person (called the “moral actor”) performing the action. In some cases the
motive is the only difference between two otherwise identical actions. For example, motive is
often the only difference between giving a gift and bribery. Of course, sometimes you might not
be able to determine the motive, in which case it cannot be assessed. In many cases, the
assessment of motives should be held tentatively and cautiously given our lack of knowledge of
someone’s thinking. Third, you should evaluate the consequences of your actions and decisions.
Doing so does not necessarily commit you to a utilitarian framework for ethics, and regardless of
your ethical framework, it is unwise to entirely ignore the consequences of your actions. We will
discuss this further in chapter 2 when we get to utilitarianism. Fourth, although a bit more difficult
to do than the previous three considerations, you should attempt to evaluate the character of the
moral actor. Character is the tendency of a person to act in predictable ways over time. Virtue
theorists have led the way in insisting that any ethic that does not concern itself with character
and virtue is incomplete and reduces ethics to a mere preoccupation with actions, specifically
moral dilemmas that people rarely face.We evaluate character more often than we think. For
example, when we decide who we can trust, we are assessing that person’s character,
determining whether he or she is trustworthy. We certainly evaluate character when we make
decisions about who we will marry, since character is critical to a good marriage. And we are
usually asked to evaluate character when we write letters of reference for people. So the
assessment of character is not something that should be foreign to us, though we realize that,
like our judgment of motives, we may not have all the information we need to make an accurate
assessment. In those cases our appraisal must remain somewhat tentative.Ethical
SystemsMoral theories, in their most basic classification, can be either cognitive systems, or
noncognitive systems. Noncognitive systems, by definition, do not render judgments about the
truth-value of ethical statements because for advocates of noncognitivism moral statements
have no truth-value. They are simply expressions of personal approval or disapproval of the
action in question. They have no value other than that expression and no relevance to anyone



other than the person making the expression. According to noncognitivism, saying “adultery is
wrong” is not making a statement that can be either true or false; it is saying, “I disapprove of
adultery.” We will look at this further in chapter 2 when we take up the subject of emotivism. Most
normative ethical systems are cognitive systems. These different styles of moral reasoning may
be classified as either action-oriented or virtue-based systems. Under these two major divisions
are three subcategories by which ethical systems may be further classified: deontological
systems, teleological systems, and relativist systems. Most of the technical terms have to do with
the action-oriented systems.First, deontological systems are systems that are based on
principles in which actions (or character, or even intentions) are inherently right or wrong. There
are three primary deontological systems: (1) divine command theory, (2) natural law, and (3)
ethical rationalism. Christians tend to be more deontologically oriented because of the emphasis
in Christian ethics on the commands of God as moral absolutes and guiding principles. But
Christian ethics have a substantial place for virtue ethics too, since a major part of the Christian
moral life involves emulating the character traits of Christ and exemplifying the fruit of the Spirit
(Gal. 5:13–24).Second, teleological systems are systems in which the morality of an action is
based on the result produced by an action. Since the consequences rather than principles
determine right actions for teleological systems, no action is inherently right or wrong in a
teleological system. Whether an action is right or wrong depends on the consequences of that
action. The primary form of teleological ethics is called utilitarianism, which holds that the action
that produces the greatest good for the greatest number is the moral choice. More specifically,
utilitarianism defines the good generally as the greatest pleasure, or preference satisfaction, and
seeks that for the greatest number. Another form of teleological ethics is called ethical egoism,
which maintains that the right thing to do is whatever is in a person’s self-interest. Thus, for the
ethical egoist the only consequence that matters is whether it advances his or her own self-
interest.Third, relativist systems refer to ethical systems in which right and wrong are not
absolute and unchanging but relative to one’s culture (cultural relativism) or one’s own personal
preferences (moral subjectivism). Both forms of relativism are widely embraced today. With the
current emphasis on multiculturalism and appreciation for the cultural diversity that exists in
much of the world, and the importance of a culture’s values in its self-definition, it should not
surprise us that there is a movement toward accepting every cultures’ values as equally valid,
which is the definition of cultural relativism. Moral subjectivism is advocated every time someone
says, “Whatever is right for you is morally right, but what’s right for me is also morally right!” Such
moral subjectivism is frequently seen in one’s view of sexual morality, in which a person is
particularly sensitive to having a view forced on him or her, thus reducing sexual ethics to
personal preference. This view of morality is often associated with a postmodern view of the
world, in which objective truth and objective morality are called into question.16Morality and the
LawAs you might expect, there is substantial overlap between what is legal and what is moral.
Most, if not all laws, have some moral overtones to them. Even laws regarding driving on the
correct side of the road imply a respect for life and property. We rightly assume that the person



who drives on the wrong side of the road and ignores other similar traffic laws has respect for
neither life nor property. Most people hold that for laws to be valid they must have some
connection to widely shared moral principles; that is, a law that violates society’s widely held
values cannot be a valid one. Thus, in most cases there is a significant connection between law
and morality.17 This is not always the case, and thus there are occasions in which civil
disobedience is morally justified.As a general rule, we will assume that the law is the moral
minimum. Obeying the law is the beginning of our moral obligations, not the end. Be careful
about the person who insists, “If it’s legal, then it must be moral.” That view is that the law is the
moral maximum, not the minimum. There are many things that are immoral that are not illegal.
Take adultery for example. Most people would agree that cheating on one’s spouse is immoral,
but no one (at least in the West) goes to jail for it. In addition, lying is immoral in most cases; but
only in certain contexts, such as a court of law, would someone be prosecuted for lying. In most
cases violating the law is immoral, except in rare cases where the law requires a person to do
something that is unethical. For example, if the law required physicians to perform abortions for
everyone who requested one, many physicians would consider that an immoral law, and they
would be free to engage in civil disobedience—that is, they would follow their norms of morality,
violate the law, and take whatever consequences the law meted out. But cases of civil
disobedience are somewhat rare today, but when they occur, the person may follow the biblical
dictum that “we must obey God rather than human beings” (Acts 5:29).18So the law is the moral
minimum. It is the moral floor, not the ceiling! The majority of our most interesting moral
dilemmas occur when confronted with the question of how far beyond what the law requires our
morality demands us to go. In other words, how far beyond mere compliance with the law do my
moral convictions tell me I have to go? Most of the pressing demands of morality are in those
spaces where the law is not definitive, where the law is silent, or where the law allows for
something unethical.However, many things that are unethical ought also to be illegal. For
example, fraud is immoral, and most forms of fraud are also illegal, and justifiably so. I’m sure
you can think of many other immoral activities that should be illegal, such as murder, child
abuse, and sexual assault. Be careful of the person who insists, “You can’t legislate morality!”
Whether that statement is true depends on what is meant by “morality.” If moral beliefs, motives,
or intentions are meant, then those certainly cannot be legislated. In fact, the First Amendment
to the Constitution, which guarantees freedom of religion and speech, was written to keep the
state out of the business of imposing beliefs on its citizens. A person’s genuine moral intent is
changed by persuasion, not coercion, since intent has to do with one’s free choices. But if by
morality one means “moral behavior,” then that can be, and is, legislated virtually every day
around the world. Some cultures, such as Islamic cultures, use the force of law more routinely to
enforce private moral behavior among consenting adults. But virtually every law is the imposition
of someone’s morality, given the overlap between most laws and the moral principles that
undergird them.Some of the issues we will take up in the later chapters raise this question of
whether a moral position should also be legislated in terms of public policy. For example, issues



such as abortion, assisted suicide, human cloning, genetic privacy, and same-sex marriage
raise important questions of what public policy should be on these matters. A variety of interest
groups, including religious ones, attempt to influence what the law should be on these and other
issues.When religious groups or individuals get involved in public policy, it invariably raises
questions about “the separation of church and state.” As originally intended, the First
Amendment, which established religious freedom, only prohibited the federal government from
establishing federally supported and federally sanctioned churches, as had been done in
Europe with disastrous results, including religious wars and harsh persecution. The First
Amendment guaranteed religious freedom by prohibiting the establishment of a national church.
The government was supposed to be neutral toward all religious groups. This clearly
emphasized freedom of religion.From the separation of church and state, it did not follow that
the state was to be neutral or hostile toward religion in general. Many of the founding fathers who
wrote parts of the Bill of Rights were very clear that a democracy needed the moral restraints
and the grounding for rights that religion provided.19 The founding fathers never imagined a
society in which the state would be neutral or hostile toward the value of religion for civil society.
As A. James Reichley of the Brookings Institution said:The founders’ belief in the wisdom of
placing civil society within a framework of religious values formed part of their reason for
enacting the free exercise clause. The First Amendment is no more neutral of the general value
of religion than it is on the general value of the free exchange of ideas or an independent press.
The virtually unanimous view among the founders [is] that functional separation between church
and state should be maintained without threatening the support and guidance received by
republican government from religion.20Until recently, religious groups have freely attempted to
influence public policy without anyone objecting that they are violating the separation of church
and state.ConclusionYou will undoubtedly be introduced to other new terms and ideas as you
read this book. But don’t let the terminology intimidate you. Every thoughtful person should be
concerned about and interested in ethics, since it addresses the ultimate questions about the
good life, the good person, and the good society. As Socrates said in Plato’s Republic, “We are
discussing no small matter, but how we ought to live.”Chapter Review1. How would you answer
the question “Why be moral?”2. What is the myth of Gyges, and how does it relate to the
question “Why be moral?”3. How is ethics important in fields such as business, medicine, and
politics?4. How would you distinguish between ethics and morality?5. What are descriptive
ethics, normative ethics, and metaethics?6. When a moral assessment is made, what must be
assessed besides the action?7. What is the difference between deontological and teleological
systems of ethics?8. How would you describe the relationship between morality and the law?9.
What would you say to someone who maintains that you can’t legislate morality?For Further
ReadingAudi, Robert. Democratic Authority and the Separation of Church and State. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2011.Guinness, Os. The Global Public Square. Downers Grove, IL:
Intervarsity, 2013.Inazu, John D. Confident Pluralism: Surviving and Thriving through Deep
Difference. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016.Pojman, Louis P., and James Fieser.



Ethics: Discovering Right and Wrong. 7th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2011.Chapter 2How to
Think about MoralityAs people in our contemporary culture wrestle with ethical decisions, they
employ a wide variety of methods of moral reasoning. One obvious place to observe this is in the
debates over social issues. One of the primary reasons why many of these debates remain
unresolved is that often the participants apply different methods of moral reasoning.Imagine that
you are listening to a community panel discussion on the morality of physician-assisted suicide.
The participants are (1) an eighty-year-old with terminal cancer and approximately six months to
live; (2) the head of the local chapter of the Hemlock Society, an organization that advocates
assisted suicide; (3) a physician who specializes as an oncologist, that is, a cancer specialist; (4)
a Catholic priest who is an outspoken opponent of euthanasia; (5) an atheistic philosophy
professor from the local college; (6) an attorney; and (7) a Protestant minister. Each one will use
a different type of moral reasoning in presenting his or her respective position, and each will
offer a brief opening statement to define and defend his or her position.Participant 1: The Eighty-
Year-Old with Terminal Cancer (Ethical Egoist)All this moral discussion of assisted suicide really
bothers me. You see, for me it all boils down to the fact that I am the patient, and what I want
should be the thing that counts. It’s my interests that really matter here, not whether euthanasia
violates the Hippocratic Oath or the sixth commandment (“Thou shalt not murder”) or the
consequences of allowing euthanasia for the general society. I am the patient and the one most
directly affected, and that’s why it should be my decision. Whatever is in my best interest in
terms of physician-assisted suicide should be okay.Participant 2: The Head of the Local Chapter
of Dignity in Dying (Deontologist)I am in substantial agreement with our first participant, though
for a different reason. I too support active euthanasia, or physician-assisted suicide, but from a
slightly different perspective. One of the fundamental principles, or rights, that Western societies
have affirmed for centuries is the right of individual autonomy and self-determination, that is, the
right of people to make private choices concerning their lives without interference from the state.
Surely matters of life and death for people are so private that they ought to have the freedom to
do as they choose without undue interference from the authorities, as long as no one else is
harmed. This is a fundamental right that is based on the principle of respect for persons and
individual bodily integrity. I appeal to this fundamental moral principle in order to affirm my
support for physician-assisted suicide.Participant 3: The Physician Who Specializes as an
Oncologist (Utilitarian)In most cases I too support physician-assisted suicide, but for still
different reasons than we have heard so far. You see, I hold that it is not principles that determine
right and wrong, but the consequences produced by the actions in question. If a particular
course of action or decision produces the best set of consequences, then it seems to me that it
should be allowed. To put it another way, the action that produces the greatest balance of
benefits over harms is the one that is the most moral. So, in the case of assisted suicide, I think
that the first two participants have framed the question incorrectly. What is important to
determine is whether assisted suicide would produce the greatest good for the greatest number
of people. I can see that allowing physician-assisted suicide could produce a lot of good for the



people involved. It would relieve the patient of needless suffering, stop the family’s anxiety about
their loved one’s condition, end a needless drain of the family’s financial resources, and allow
everyone involved to get on with their lives. Now, there may be situations in which assisted
suicide may produce more negative than positive consequences. In those cases it should not be
allowed. We should be cautious in setting hard- and-fast rules that don’t fully consider the
consequences.Participant 4: The Catholic Priest (Deontologist)I am opposed to all physician-
assisted suicide because of a principle that is foundational to our civilization. Even for those
without any religious inclination, the principle “Thou shalt not kill” is still one of the core values on
which most civilized people agree. Now I also happen to believe that this principle comes from
God, but a person does not have to believe in God to accept the importance of this moral rule. I
hold that assisted suicide, especially when it progresses to euthanasia, involves killing an
innocent person, and that is something our society should not allow, regardless of the person’s
desires. Underlying the moral rule “Thou shalt not kill” is the more important principle of respect
for the dignity of a person. Now, again, I believe we should respect people because they are
made in God’s image, but you don’t have to believe in God to accept such a basic moral
principle. People have an innate tendency toward self-preservation, and that is one of the basic
reasons it is immoral to take innocent life. Like my opponent at Dignity in Dying, I too hold a high
place for principles, but I differ on how they are applied. For me, the principle of respect for
persons does not mean that we should necessarily let them do whatever they want to do. What it
does mean is that we should never take innocent life, because life is sacred, and when it shall
end is not our prerogative.Participant 5: The Atheist Philosophy Professor (Emotivist)I hate to
throw a monkey wrench into this whole discussion, but in my view, all of the participants so far
are trying to do the impossible. So far each person has attempted to make some kind of
determination of what is right or wrong in the case of active euthanasia. I don’t think this is
possible. They are really using the language of right and wrong to mask their own personal
preferences. What I mean is that anytime a person says that something is right or wrong, all they
are saying is that they either like or dislike the action or position under consideration. It is
obvious that the elderly gentleman and the representative of the Hemlock Society are really
saying that they personally approve of assisted suicide. It is equally obvious that the priest is
really saying that he personally disapproves. We should be honest and admit that we’re only
talking about our preferences and that we’re simply using moral language to give greater
persuasive power to our argument.Participant 6: The Local Attorney (Relativist)I wouldn’t go
quite as far as my professor friend, but I do think he’s moving in the right direction. I’m not
prepared to say that there is no such thing as genuine right and wrong, but I do think that there is
no universal, absolute standard of right and wrong. What is moral depends on the situation and
on what the cultural consensus of right and wrong is at that time. In the case of physician-
assisted suicide, if the culture has reached a consensus that it should be allowed, then I see no
reason why it shouldn’t be. Conversely, if the culture is opposed to the practice, I see no good
reason why assisted suicide should be forced on them. I know that in the Netherlands, for



example, most believe that assisted suicide and euthanasia are both right, and that should be
respected. We could say that it is right for them. But in the state of Utah where so many religious
Mormons live, or in the Bible Belt that has so many conservative Christians, the culture will
undoubtedly be against assisted suicide, and that should also be respected.Participant 7: The
Protestant Minister (Virtue Theorist)I’d like to put a slightly different slant on the issue of assisted
suicide. I believe that there’s more to morality than simply making decisions when a person is
faced with a moral quandary. There is more to the moral life than simply doing the right thing and
making the correct decision. We cannot neglect the place of an individual’s character, or virtue,
when we consider ethical questions. In my view, the important questions have still not been
asked. For example, what does a person’s desire for physician-assisted suicide tell us about that
individual’s character? What does support for assisted suicide, or opposition to it, say about our
society? Does it say that we as a society lack compassion for the suffering terminally ill, as
proponents of assisted suicide suggest? Or does it say that we have lost some of our reverence
for life and our commitment to care for the dying, as opponents of assisted suicide would
suggest? No discussion about the morality of physician-assisted suicide should ignore
important questions like these.Each person on this panel has argued his position using a
distinctive method of moral reasoning from a specific ethical system (each participant’s method
is noted in parentheses above). The positions represented are the main positions adopted by
people when applying moral reasoning to the moral issues currently debated in society. As you
witness the news media’s coverage of various debates over ethical issues, watch for the various
methods utilized by those engaged in the debates. If you watch carefully, you will likely detect the
regular use of most of the systems discussed in this chapter.The major types of moral reasoning
can be grouped roughly into two primary categories. The first set of these categories are what
are called cognitive and noncognitive views of morality. Noncognitive views, such as emotivism,
maintain that moral statements do not convey a truth-value—they are only expressions of
approval or disapproval. Cognitive views of morality maintain that moral statements do indeed
have truth-value. For example, take the moral claim “Truth telling is good.” The cognitive views
we will examine understand them as follows:• Utilitarianism—truth telling maximizes the greatest
good for the greatest number• Deontological ethics—truth telling is a moral duty, based on
reason, natural law, or God’s commands• Ethical egoism—truth telling maximizes one’s self-
interest• Virtue ethics—truth telling is essential for human and societal flourishingBy contrast,
the moral subjectivist would hold that “I feel truth telling is good.” But the noncognitivist would
see the claim that truth telling is good as, “truth telling—yea!”1 For the noncognitivist, it is simply
an expression of emotion about truth telling and doesn’t communicate anything about a moral
norm. Most of the views we will examine in this chapter are cognitive views because most
people believe that moral statements convey something more than simply moral cheerleading
for a particular view.Cognitive views of morality can be grouped into two additional categories—
those that view morality as objective or those that view it as subjective. Objective morality refers
to moral statements and obligations that are true regardless of how one feels about them,



whereas with subjective morality, the truth of the statement and obligation is determined by how
one feels about them. In subjective views of morality, moral statements and obligations have
been reduced to matters of subjective preference or opinion. I will argue that most people hold
that at least some of our moral obligations are objective and that few would choose to live in a
world in which morality was entirely a matter of personal preference.Among objective views of
morality, there are also two categories. The first includes those who see morality as something
that is created by human beings. A second group includes those who see morality as something
that transcends human nature—that is, morality is not a human creation but is discovered by
human beings through a variety of means (e.g., reason, intuition, or divine revelation). Most of
the ethical systems outlined in this chapter are distinctly human creations, such as utilitarianism,
egoism, and relativism. But some view morality as something to be discerned, such as many
forms of deontological ethics and some forms of virtue ethics. However, neither deontological
nor virtue ethics necessarily involve principles and virtues that arise from a transcendent source.
The relevant principles/ virtues can also be human creations. In fact, even religion-based forms
of ethics can be human creations if they see their scripture as a solely human-generated work.
So people who view the Bible as nothing more than the reflections of fallible human beings
could hold to a moral theory based on the Bible but still see the principles and virtues as human
creations.Any ethical system involves both a personal and intellectual commitment to follow its
dictates. Any view of morality commits a person, whether he or she knows it, to a certain
worldview. It commits a person to a certain view of metaphysics, or the nature of reality, of which
moral values are a part, especially for those that claim to have a transcendent source. It also
commits a person to a certain view of epistemology, or theory of knowledge, because moral
responsibility is linked to a person’s knowledge of a particular moral system’s rules. Questions of
epistemology are especially important for moral systems that appeal to a transcendent source of
moral authority because how a person discovers moral values is critical to the viability of such a
moral system. Supporting a particular moral system also commits one to a certain view of
anthropology, or view of human nature, because of the connection between one’s ethics and a
person’s ability to live up to that ethical standard.As I will suggest in chapter 3, Christian ethics is
a blend of virtues and principles, and it employs some other types of moral reasoning in order to
support the primary role of virtues and principles. It is one thing to use some of the moral
theories discussed in this chapter as a supplement, for example, in order to be more persuasive
in one’s presentation. But it is a very different thing to appeal to any one of these systems
(egoism, relativism, utilitarianism, etc.) as the sole determinant of morality. Most advocates of
these systems intend them to be the system for grounding right and wrong.Subjective and
Objective Views of MoralityIt is very common today for people to assert that someone’s moral
views are simply matters of subjective opinion, particularly in private moral matters such as
sexual ethics. Moral statements are seen as categorically different from statements that can be
empirically verified, such as matters of science. Subjective views see morality as applicable only
to whoever holds them. And so for subjective morality, two diametrically opposed moral views



can be right at the same time.To make sure we all understand the difference between objective
and subjective views of morality, we can distinguish between objective and subjective
statements in general. Objective statements are either true or false regardless of how anyone
feels about them. By contrast, subjective statements are true or false depending on how
someone feels about them. We take objective statements as facts and subjective statements as
opinions. The following exercise will help make this clear.2 Which of the following statements are
objective, and which are subjective?1. My newborn baby is the cutest child in the entire city.2.
Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth president of the United States.3. Stage plays are more
entertaining than movies.4. Chocolate ice cream tastes better than vanilla.5. Salads have fewer
calories than cheesecake.6. I (in my 60’s) am able to run a sub-four-minute mile.7. The earth is
the center of the solar system.8. The Los Angeles Dodgers will win the World Series this
year.Those were the easy ones, so let’s see how you did. The first is clearly subjective, since it is
likely my opinion only and almost certainly not shared by any other parents of newborns in my
city. The second is objective, since that is true whether or not we believe it or like it. The third is
subjective, simply a matter of opinion. So is the fourth, a matter of personal preference. The fifth
is objective and true, since we can verify the calorie count for salad and cheesecake. The sixth is
also objective but clearly is false. I have never run a mile under four minutes, and never will. The
seventh is also objective. It is a statement that was accepted as true at one time but is now
rejected as false. The eighth is also an objective statement, but we won’t know if it will be true or
false until the end of the baseball season.Now it gets more complicated. Try these specifically
moral statements. Are they objective or subjective statements?1. Abortion, unless it is necessary
to save the mother’s life, is immoral.2. Racial discrimination is morally wrong.3. Sexual assault is
morally acceptable.What did you decide on (9)? I suspect that if you asked (9) to a group of your
peers, you would get either a mixed opinion or the majority would regard it as a subjective
statement. However, (9) is actually an objective statement, not simply a matter of opinion.
Someone might object and insist that since there is so much debate over abortion, it can’t be a
matter of objective truth. It’s true that there’s considerable debate over the morality of abortion,
but that doesn’t make that statement a subjective one. It simply means that there is
disagreement about whether the statement is true.So take a statement that should have much
less, if any, disagreement. Perhaps (10) is easier to see as an objective statement because there
is so little debate about racial discrimination being wrong. In fact, if someone held the view that
racial discrimination was morally acceptable, I doubt we would conclude that the person simply
has a different opinion on the subject. Rather, I suspect we would consider that person badly
mistaken and conclude that they are wrong to hold such a view. Similarly, for (11), if someone
held the view that sexual assault was morally appropriate, we would be horrified. I don’t think
anyone would suggest that the person holding that view simply has a different perspective on
the issue; I suspect we would say they are wrong. As my colleague philosopher William Lane
Craig put it, “Anyone who believes sexual assault is okay needs a therapist, not an argument!”In
the next section, we will make the case for morality being objective—it’s a view known as moral



realism. But for now, think about how passionately people in our culture argue about moral
matters, such as abortion, immigration, protecting the environment, and the death penalty. The
way we debate these issues suggests that we don’t regard them as matters of subjective
opinion. We rarely argue vehemently about subjective matters that are personal preferences
only. That would be like arguing about a person’s taste in ice cream, not to mention judging
someone for their taste. We consider that pointless, if not insulting. By contrast, if morality is
objective, we consider moral statements to be statements of fact, not opinion, and therefore
things we can know. To return to the above examples, we know that racial discrimination is
morally wrong, and we know that sexual assault is morally wrong. That’s what it means to say
that we can have moral knowledge and that morality is objective. Of course, we establish and
verify moral knowledge differently than scientific knowledge, but that does not make matters of
morality any less objective. Nor does moral disagreement make it any less objective; it simply
means that for issues where there is passionate disagreement, there is a debate about what the
objectively moral position actually is, and as a result one may have to hold his or her moral
convictions more tentatively. Simply because someone is sincere in their moral beliefs does not
make them right. Someone can be sincerely wrong.The Case for Objective MoralityWe’ve
suggested so far that morality is something that is objective, not subjective. By moral
objectivism, we mean that “there are moral truths not of our own making, moral claims that are
true independently of what anyone, anywhere, happens to think of them.”3 From within a
Christian worldview, which posits God as the ultimate source for morality, objective morality
originates from a transcendent source, although there are accounts of objective morality that do
not depend on belief in God. In other words, there is such a thing as an objective moral law that
can be known and to which human beings are accountable.Objective morality best accounts for
the way we talk about moral matters. We typically use debate, argument, and reasons,
sometimes passionately expressed to discuss moral issues, in a way that is entirely different
from the way we talk about subjective matters like one’s preference for ice cream or vacation
spots. Philosopher Russ Shafer-Landau insists, “Were we convinced that there was no truth of
the matter, most would see their continued disagreement as pointless; as pointless as, say,
entering an intractable debate about whether red or orange was really the most beautiful color.”4
If morality is nothing more than an expression of our personal tastes and preferences, it is very
difficult to make sense of the way we debate moral issues.In addition, objective morality best
accounts for the way we view moral reformers and moral progress. Martin Luther King Jr., with
his civil rights leadership, called the United States to a moral standard of equality and dignity
that he assumed was objective. In his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” he wrote of his appeal to a
higher law, which he viewed theologically as the law of God, to which he was calling individuals
and social structures to adhere to. He appealed to the conscience of the country with what he
considered an objective moral standard of racial equality, which he expected people to accept
even if they didn’t believe his theological basis. The very idea of moral progress assumes an
objective moral standard against which individuals and institutions can be measured, and if



morality is nothing more than subjective opinion, then the whole notion of moral reformers
makes little sense. All great moral reformers had to appeal to a transcendent, objective, and
universal moral law that opposed the existing moral consensus of the culture. That’s what
Nelson Mandela did in overcoming apartheid in South Africa. That’s what William Wilberforce
did in leading the fight to abolish slavery in the British empire. That’s what Abraham Lincoln
appealed to in ending slavery in America. It’s difficult to refer to what they did as moral progress
unless there is an objective moral law that can be known.Closely related to this is that objective
morality makes the best sense out of how we commonly view moral mistakes.5 Take, for
example, many of the tyrants of the past century, such as Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, or Idi Amin. By
our judgment of them, we have concluded that they have made grave moral errors, both in their
views and their actions. They have deviated from moral truths that exist objectively. Unless there
is such a thing as moral truth that can be known, it is virtually impossible to make a moral
assessment on the tyrants of history, which we have obviously done so already.Objective
morality offers the best account for the way we act as victims of injustice. When another person
or institution victimizes someone, the victim tends to give up the notion of subjective morality
pretty quickly. The person often becomes a rigid absolutist about the moral violation they
experienced. When we are victims of injustice, we don’t view what we experienced as the other
person simply having a different perspective or position. We view ourselves as having been
wronged. In fact, the very notion of injustice presumes objective morality, for without such a
moral standard, to what could the person who feels wronged appeal?Objective morality is not
undermined by moral diversity in the world or in any given culture. Although the moral issues
with the most contentious disagreement are the ones that garner the most news coverage, the
reality is that there is a significant amount of moral agreement that is necessary for societies to
function properly. In addition, in some of the sciences there are intractable disputes similar to
some of the moral issues debated today. Ironically, most in the sciences believe that given
enough time and resources, consensus will be reached on matters of scientific debate. But that
is not the case for many debated moral issues. What explains that difference? In part, this has to
do with the different types of verification appropriate to the disciplines of science and moral
philosophy. Science is subject to empirical verification methods, while moral philosophy
depends on good reasons, sound argument, and other types of reasoning that is different from
empirical data. But as philosopher Russ Shafer-Landau insists, “If scientific disagreements don’t
undermine the objective status of science, then moral disagreements shouldn’t undermine the
objective status of morality.”6 Just because some things are the subject of intractable debate,
that doesn’t mean that they are not objective.Finally, objective morality best accounts for the kind
of moral world in which we live. We live in a world where we experience moral obligations, and
judgments when we fail to live up to them. Many of these moral obligations conflict with self-
interest; losses come to those who keep those obligations. Further, if we fail to keep those
obligations, we are generally subject to judgment and, at times, shame. And the greater these
failures are, the more defective in character that person would be. Yet having those obligations



only makes sense if, as philosopher George Mavrodes puts it, “Reality itself is committed to
morality in some deep way. It makes sense only if there is moral demand on the world too, and
only if reality will in the end satisfy that demand.”7 This suggests not only an objective morality,
but that such a moral law originated with a transcendent source. Atheist philosopher J. L. Mackie
concludes, “Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of properties and relations that they are
most unlikely to have arisen in the ordinary course of events without an all-powerful god to
create them.”8Evolutionary Origins for MoralityIncreasingly it is argued that morality may be
objective, but instead of coming from a transcendent source, such as God, morality originates in
evolutionary adaptation. That is, morality is simply the product of evolutionary processes that
provide adaptive advantages to groups and societies. Philosopher Michael Ruse explains it this
way:The position of the modern evolutionist . . . is that humans have an awareness of morality . . .
because such an awareness is of biological worth. Morality is a biological adaptation no less
than are hands and feet and teeth . . . Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an
objective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate that when somebody says ‘Love thy neighbor
as thyself,’ they think they are referring above and beyond themselves. . . . Nevertheless, . . . such
reference is truly without foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduction, . . . and
any deeper meaning is illusory9The view here is that moral behavior is advantageous to
survival, particularly in a group. Traits such as cooperation, respect, civility, and toleration are
deemed to make it easier to get along and survive, particularly in large groups. Instead of being
“written on [our] hearts” (Rom. 2:15), morality is written on our genes.However, many widely
accepted moral values do not seem to have much adaptive value. Values such as altruism and
self-sacrifice, especially the kind of sacrifice that societies have long held up as heroic, such as
giving up one’s life for another (that person would actually be a loser in the evolutionary scheme
of things), compassion, forgiveness, and unconditional love, can all be seen as putting both
individuals and communities at a competitive disadvantage when it comes to survival and
reproduction. The people and actions that we often view as the most heroic are the ones that
involve the most self-sacrifice, and at times, involve giving up one’s life for another. In fact, most
of our deeply held moral obligations require setting aside of one’s self-interest in order to adhere
to moral values that have intrinsic worth, apart from any advantage gained for someone or a
community.Types of Moral ReasoningLet’s return to the panel discussion on physician-assisted
suicide that began this chapter. Each participant approached the issue from one of the moral
systems in use in the broader culture. The goal for this section is for you to be able to recognize
the various types of moral reasoning when you encounter them, so that you can engage not only
the moral position being taken but also the way that right and wrong are being determined. You
should be able to describe the basis for morality in each system and give several clear examples
of that type of reasoning at work.Let’s begin with the one view of morality we will examine that is
considered noncognitive, emotivism. We will then proceed to normative ethical systems that are
cognitive systems, in which the moral claims made by the system are considered to be
meaningful statements that actually have truth-value.EmotivismEmotivism is a theory about



metaethics, specifically, the language of morality. It is not considered a normative system
because it does not aim at producing moral norms for governing behavior. The emotivist holds
that moral language simply expresses a person’s emotions about a subject. Hence, for the
emotivist, moral language cannot be true or false. The emotivist considers ethical statements to
be emotions masquerading as facts. Emotivism holds that moral statements are not the kinds of
things that can be cognitively evaluated for truth-value.10 It’s not a normative ethical system like
the others we will consider in this chapter.Although they may seem alike, there is an essential
difference between the moral subjectivist and the emotivist. For the subjectivist, moral
judgments are reports or statements of fact about the feelings and preferences of the person
who says them, which can either be verified or falsified. That is, either that person has those
feelings/preferences or they do not. For the emotivist, moral judgments are not facts at all, but
emotional expressions about an action or person. The subjectivist will say, “Capital punishment
is wrong!” This means, “I feel that capital punishment is wrong.” For the emotivist, the same
statement means, “Capital punishment, yuck! Boo!” Emotivism is thus a more sophisticated
theory than subjectivism. Both share the idea that moral judgments are not objective statements
and that objective moral facts are nonexistent.A major philosophical development that
contributed to emotivism was the rise of logical positivism.11 Logical positivists claimed that
only two types of statements that have truth-value are possible: (1) analytical statements, such
as definitions, and (2) factual statements that are empirically verifiable. In other words, the only
things that can be considered as facts are definitions and statements that can be empirically
proven or disproven. According to the logical positivists, moral judgments are more than
definitions and are not empirically verifiable; therefore, they cannot be factual statements. All
they can be are statements that express and arouse emotion.Therefore, for the emotivist, moral
language has three purposes, the last two of which the emotivist would insist are improper.12
First, it expresses emotions or feelings. This is the primary use of moral language. Second, it is
imperative—that is, it is used to lend authority to a command to someone to do something.
Third, it is persuasive; it is used to influence another’s actions, primarily by bending another’s will
to fit one’s own. Emotivism does give us something positive, a reminder that moral language is
emotionally charged and can be used improperly to manipulate people under the guise of
getting them to do the right thing. Unfortunately, because moral language is so emotionally
charged, people often dismiss it today as too divisive or incapable of verification.Critique of
EmotivismEmotivism as a moral theory can be criticized in three primary ways.13 First, the
verification theory of meaning, which is the foundation of logical positivism, has problems.
Specifically, it fails its own test of meaning. Emotivism maintains that the only statements
capable of having meaning are those that are empirically verifiable, but this underlying principle
is itself not empirically verifiable. There is no good reason to limit meaningful statements to those
that are verified empirically.Second, emotivism is actually a theory of the use of moral language,
not of its meaning.14 The emotivist has jumped from a theory of use to a theory of meaning
without any justification for that leap.Third, emotivism cannot adequately account for the place of



reason in ethics. Emotivism sets up a false dichotomy, as the following demonstrates:a. Either
there are moral facts like there are scientific facts, orb. values are nothing more than expressions
of our subjective feelings.But there is another possibility; namely, moral truths are truths of
reason, or a moral judgment is true if it is supported by better reasons than the alternatives.
From a Christian worldview, we would also say that moral truths are also truths of revelation,
both in general revelation in God’s created world, and in the special revelation of the Bible. Good
reasons often resolve moral disagreements, but for the emotivist, giving good reasons and using
manipulation would essentially be the same thing. There is no good reason to assume that moral
language is not also factual language, or that moral judgments are just expressions of emotion
or preference rather than cognitive statements. It should not be surprising that ethical statements
are not empirically verifiable, since right and wrong are not empirically observable qualities. But
neither are they simply emotive expressions.Teleological EthicsA first category of cognitive ways
of thinking about morality is what is called “teleological ethics.” This term comes from the Greek
word telos, which means the end, goal, or result. Teleological ethics determines what is moral by
the end that the action achieves. This is a different kind of teleological ethic than we will see
toward the end of the chapter when we get to virtue ethics and Aristotle. Aristotle constructed his
ethic around the telos of a human being, that is, the end or goal for which human beings were
designed, not the telos, or end, of any specific action.There are two primary types of teleological
ethics—utilitarianism and ethical egoism. It is easy to see how utilitarianism is a type of
teleological ethics, since an action’s morality depends on the outcome. Ethical egoism is also a
form of teleological ethics, since it too is outcome based. However, for the ethical egoist, there is
only one outcome that matters—how the action under consideration advances one’s self-
interest.Jeremy BenthamJeremy Bentham (1748–1832) was one of the founders of classic
utilitarianism, alongside John Stuart Mill. He was trained as a philosopher and a lawyer, though
he didn’t practice law but was instead involved in legal reform. He wrote voluminously on a
variety of subjects, ranging from morality to political philosophy to religion. He put forth his
principle of utility as a means of assessing the merit of particular laws, especially those
regarding prison reform. His principle of utility involved primary consideration of pain and
pleasure, the two “sovereign masters” of nature. His view of happiness involved the
maximization of pleasure and minimizing of pain, or achieving the greatest balance of pain over
pleasure. In terms of moral theory, any action that produced a greater balance of pleasure over
pain was good, sometimes called “hedonistic utilitarianism.” His view of general morality was
that actions and laws should be crafted to produce the greatest happiness for the greatest
number.UtilitarianismUtilitarianism is a teleological system in which the morality of an act is
determined by the result. In fact, sometimes utilitarianism and teleological ethics are used
interchangeably. Utilitarianism commonly argues that the moral choice is the one that produces
the greatest good for the greatest number of people, or the moral choice is the course of action
that produces more good consequences than harmful ones. Thus, this type of moral reasoning
is also called consequentialism because of its overriding emphasis on the consequences of an



action.Utilitarianism has its roots in the philosophies of Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John
Stuart Mill (1806–73). Bentham held to what has been called a hedonistic utilitarianism, which
maintains that the most moral acts are those that maximize pleasure and minimize pain.15 Mill
moved his approach away from hedonism and toward a more general concept of maximizing the
general happiness or the greatest good for the greatest number.16 A more contemporary
expression is that of philosopher Peter Singer, who proposes what he calls “preference
utilitarianism,” a system that maximizes the preferences of individuals and groups.17 When it
was proposed, utilitarianism was a radical theory, since it divorced morality from divine
revelation and from any view of nature. According to utilitarianism, moral behavior no longer
required faithfulness to divine ordinances and rigid moral rules.Utilitarian modes of moral
reasoning are widely applied to many of the currently debated moral issues. Most of the public
policy in various countries around the world is debated using utilitarian arguments. As was
evident from Participant 3 in the euthanasia debate, a good deal of the discussion about
assisted suicide is conducted on utilitarian grounds. If, on balance, assisted suicide provides
more beneficial consequences for more people, then a utilitarian would consider it to be the
most moral choice. Another example of utilitarianism is when a company considers closing
plants or laying off workers to maintain their competitive position in the marketplace. While
acknowledging that this will produce harm for some, the company sometimes justifies such
measures by asserting that it is safeguarding the jobs of the rest of the employees. Keeping the
company in business, management argues, will produce greater benefits than harms.The
Appeal of UtilitarianismThe appeal of utilitarianism rests on a number of factors. First, it is a
relatively simple theory to apply. All one must do is weigh the anticipated good consequences of
an action against its anticipated harmful ones and see if the bottom line produces a greater
balance of benefits over harms. If it produces the most benefit, then it is the most moral course
of action. Second, it avoids the rigidity of deontology, that is, it keeps morality from being
reduced to abstract principles that must be strictly followed, regardless of consequences
produced by them. Without question, deontological, principle-based systems can be legalistic
and can sacrifice people at the expense of holding to one’s principles. Third, it doesn’t require
special appeal to any religious authority for morality; rather, it claims to appeal to nonmoral
criteria for determining the good. This makes it a logical choice in some increasingly secular
cultures around the world, in which people are growing more skeptical of religiously based
morality. Many people in society view the divorce of morality from religion as a good thing and
see utilitarianism as a substitute for divisive moral systems based on religion. Fourth, most
people know intuitively that the consequences of one’s actions must be taken seriously. No
matter how tenaciously one holds to principles, one must take the consequences of one’s
actions into account to have a fully functioning moral system. Utilitarianism enables one to do
just that, since the consequences of an action determine its morality.Utilitarianism may be
divided into two primary schools known as act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism. Act
utilitarianism uses the consequences of any given course of action to determine its morality. In



doing so, the act utilitarian treats each moral decision separately and weighs the consequences
of each isolated act. Rather than depending on a separate calculation of consequences each
time one needs to make a moral decision, rule utilitarians have formulated moral rules to guide
them in decision-making. The rule utilitarian formulates rules based on the likelihood of certain
actions to produce a predictable set of consequences. For example, sexual assault would be an
immoral act, not because of any virtue or principle that prohibits it, but because sexual assault,
every time it occurs, produces more harmful consequences than beneficial ones. Thus rule
utilitarians would insist that there should be a moral rule prohibiting sexual assault. The rule
utilitarian could say the same about many other actions, such as truth telling, promise keeping,
murder, fraud, and deceit. Thus a rule utilitarian appears very similar to a deontologist, yet they
have entirely different foundations for their rules.Critique of UtilitarianismAlthough utilitarianism
has appeal, especially in a secular society, it also has shortcomings. The most common charge
against utilitarianism is that it cannot protect the rights of minorities, and sometimes it can even
justify obvious injustices when the greater good is served. By definition, since utilitarianism
seeks the greatest good for the greatest number, minorities of all types tend to fare badly. For
example, in the pre–Civil War South, slavery was clearly justifiable from a utilitarian point of view.
It provided cheap labor that made the South very prosperous and clearly benefited more people
than it harmed. But no one today would justify slavery on any grounds, let alone utilitarian ones.
The good consequences that it produced appear not only irrelevant but also callous toward the
suffering endured by so many slaves. The reason that slavery was immoral has little to do with
the balance of consequences. Rather, it has to do with a universal principle that directs us to
safeguard the basic rights and dignity of people, ultimately because they are made in the image
of God.Also, utilitarianism can justify obvious injustices, such as contriving evidence against an
innocent person to prevent widespread social unrest that would result in loss of life and
substantial property damage. On strictly utilitarian grounds, framing an innocent person is not
only justifiable but could even be morally obligatory in order to prevent significant harmful
consequences. But most people have a deep intuitive sense that framing the innocent is wrong,
regardless of the consequences.Even if the utilitarian can escape the charge of justifying
obvious injustices, this system has other problems. Not only are the consequences of actions
difficult to predict and measure, but the notions of benefit and harm are not value neutral. What
may benefit or harm one person may not benefit or harm another. It is not entirely accurate to say
that the utilitarian uses nonmoral criteria to evaluate the morality of an action. Here’s an
important question for the utilitarian: What constitutes a benefit or a harm? For example, why
should we conclude that a murder victim has been harmed? What makes that harmful if his or
her life is not sacred, possessing intrinsic human dignity? It’s true that someone is harmed when
murdered, but what makes it harmful is that it violates the principle of the dignity of persons. You
could make a similar argument for other actions that produce harm, such as the above example
of sexual assault. In many cases, one must appeal to principles to explain what makes a benefit
so beneficial or a harm so harmful. In other words, the utilitarian must appeal to principles to



determine what constitutes a good or harmful consequence. What makes an outcome harmful or
beneficial thus depends on a prior commitment to principles. It seems that the utilitarian must
“smuggle in” principles to give substance to the notions of harm and benefit.Despite these
problems with utilitarianism, it is important to take the consequences of actions and decisions
seriously, since there may be times when an appeal to principles will not resolve a dilemma. In
addition, a consideration of consequences may be a helpful way to articulate reasons that
support a position on a specific moral issue to a diverse culture.John Stuart MillJohn Stuart Mill
(1806–73) was, with Jeremy Bentham, one of the ideological founders of utilitarianism and one
of the most influential thinkers of his time. He was trained as a philosopher and economist, and
throughout his life he wrote on subjects such as logic, metaphysics, political philosophy, and
ethics. His utilitarian ethics had much in common with Bentham’s, though it was not identical. He
too held to a view of right and wrong that was tied to an action’s consequences and sought to
take morality out of the realm of religion and its theological grounding. But his view of utility was
somewhat broader than Bentham’s. Mill distinguished between pleasure and happiness, and
further between types of pleasures. For Mill, an action is morally right if it produces a greater
balance of good consequences over harmful ones. Like Bentham, he proposed a political
philosophy that gave high regard to the individual but also gave attention to the common good.
For example, he regarded property rights as important but not absolute. They could be altered if
sufficient considerations of the common good warranted. This follows from his view that the
good is what provides the greatest balance of good consequences to the greatest number. Both
he and Bentham were social reformers who conceived of a new way to think about morality and
social policy. They were called radicals in their day and advocated a political philosophy that was
oriented toward autonomy, individual rights, and the good of society as a whole.Ethical EgoismA
second type of teleological ethical system is ethical egoism, the theory that the morality of an act
is determined by one’s self-interest. Actions that advance self-interest are moral, and those that
do not are not moral. A common misunderstanding is that an ethical egoist is merely being
egotistical. The ethical egoist simply uses self-interest to make moral decisions, which does not
necessarily mean that the person is narcissistic.In addition to Participant 1, the eighty-year-old
who made the moral decision about assisted suicide based strictly on self-interest, many other
contemporary examples illustrate the practice of ethical egoism. For instance, medical doctors
frequently make treatment and testing decisions based on their potential exposure to medical
malpractice suits. Physicians will sometimes administer tests or treatments that they believe are
futile or harmful to their patient because denial of such treatments will put them at significant risk
for being sued by the patient or family members. For the physician who is an ethical egoist, the
right thing to do is whatever protects him or her from being sued, or whatever is in his or her self-
interest, regardless of how it affects the patient.Another example of ethical egoism is what we
commonly call “whistle-blowing.” This occurs when an employee’s superiors ask the employee to
do something that the employee believes is immoral, such as falsifying data, offering bribes, or
deceiving customers or regulators. The employee may refuse to fulfill the request and instead



may “blow the whistle” on the company, revealing the immoral and, at times, illegal practice that
they have been asked to do. In most cases, however, whistle-blowers lose their jobs and are
blacklisted from the industry, leaving them unable to support themselves and their families. In
short, whistle-blowing often has devastating results for the employee. When deliberating about
blowing the whistle, many employees become ethical egoists, using their own self-interest as
the determining factor for what they should do.Appeal to rational self-interest is used in the Bible
as a way of motivating people to be obedient to God. For example, the covenant blessings and
curses set forth in Deuteronomy 27–30 promise Israel agricultural prosperity and military peace
as consequences of obedience and threaten the opposite should the nation turn to idolatry and
disobey God.18 What is in Israel’s national self-interest is clearly a motivation for doing the right
things. Doing altruistic acts because of the good feelings we receive could be perceived as
egoistic. It is one thing to occasionally appeal to rational self-interest as the Bible does, but quite
another to claim that egoism is a sufficient ethical system, as do thoroughgoing ethical egoists.In
ethical egoism one’s only moral duty is to one’s own self-interest. This is not to say that a person
should avoid actions that help others, since a person’s interests and the interests of others can
coincide. In addition, one may forego an immediate advantage to ensure long-term interests.
Thomas Hobbes, the original ethical egoist, suggested that to prevent the pursuit of self-interest
from destroying society, people should voluntarily give up some of their short-term freedom to
pursue their interests so that each one’s long-term interests might be protected.Support for
Ethical EgoismThe advocates of ethical egoism are defending a view of morality that self-
interest is the sole determinant of what is moral. It is not necessarily a justification for hedonism
or narcissism but a serious attempt to ground morality in self-interest. The principal arguments
offered in support of ethical egoism are as follows:19First, egoism, not altruism, treats others
with dignity. Egoists see altruism as fundamentally demeaning to the recipient of charity. For
egoists, charity treats the beneficiary as a dependent, not as an equal—simply as a hungry
mouth to feed. Egoists maintain that people who are mutually pursuing their self-interest treat
the other with a dignity that charity cannot. It is often assumed by egoists that individuals
pursuing their self-interest exclusively will advance the general welfare. The argument of Adam
Smith concerning the “invisible hand” in economics is thus extended to all of life. The general
welfare of the community is a beneficial by-product of individuals acting in their self-interest,
even though it’s not the goal.Second, ethical egoism is the only moral system that respects the
importance of the individual human life. This is the argument of the most well-known
spokesperson for egoism, the libertarian novelist-philosopher Ayn Rand.20 Her argument is as
follows: Since a person has only one life to live, this life is of supreme importance. By contrast,
the ethic of altruism regards the life of the individual as something that one must be ready to
sacrifice for the good of others. Egoism, which allows each person to view his own life as having
ultimate value, does take the individual human seriously. Critics of egoism maintain that this
argument portrays self-interest and altruism as mutually exclusive opposites.21 In Rand’s view,
altruism demands that one’s interests have no value, when in reality one’s self-interest can be



balanced with a concern for others. When the argument is presented in this way, it is easy to see
how egoism can have appeal, since the alternative is so unattractive. Very few people would
choose a life in which they could never look out for their own interests. Nor would they want to
live in a world in which altruism was rare.Third, egoism makes the best sense of our widely
accepted moral duties. The egoist accepts that people can genuinely look out for others yet tries
to explain it as an outworking of self-interest. For example, doing harm to others is to be avoided
so that others will be more inclined not to harm us. Truth telling is in our interest because people
will trust us and be truthful with us. Likewise, keeping promises or entering into mutually
beneficial arrangements or contracts is in our interest. Critics reply that this is only a general rule,
since one might gain from harming another or lying or breaking promises or contracts. In fact,
the critic will argue that this tension between moral obligation and self-interest is what
constitutes most moral dilemmas.Questions About Ethical EgoismEthical egoism has many
critics, who advance a variety of criticisms. First, egoism has no means to settle conflicts of
interest between individuals and groups. What happens when my self-interest conflicts with
yours? All that the egoist can do to resolve the conflict is to reassert his basic premise of self-
interest. To think that interests never conflict is naive. Yet this assumption seems to be necessary
if ethical egoism is to be a viable system.Second, ethical egoism ultimately collapses into
anarchy. For example, Hobbes’ system required an absolute monarch (whom he called
Leviathan, the title of his work that explains this concept) to keep egoism from disintegrating into
anarchy. Yet there were no guarantees that the monarch would not also pursue his own self-
interest too. It takes great faith to believe that some kind of “invisible hand” mysteriously works all
things out.22 It should also be recognized that Adam Smith held to an enlightened self-interest,
self-interest regulated by moral traits, such as compassion and justice, as the key to making
markets work. Smith is actually an example of egoism requiring resources outside of self-interest
for the system to work. To make egoism work, one must assume some sort of internal
mechanism to control the pursuit of self-interest. The Bible teaches that depravity drives people
toward selfishness, whereas common grace and the image of God counter that drive. For the
believer, the resources also include the indwelling Holy Spirit to counteract self-interest run
amok.Third, ethical egoism is often built on the false premise of psychological egoism, that is,
the notion that individuals are only capable of acting in their self-interest, and that genuine
altruism does not exist. You should notice that if psychological egoism is true, then ethical
egoism is unnecessary. That is, no one needs a moral system to tell them to act in their self-
interest, if human beings are incapable of doing otherwise. The premise of psychological egoism
can be questioned for two primary reasons. First, sometimes we simply act spontaneously
without any concern for self-interest. For example, people who perform feats of heroism
generally do them by instinct, without any thoughts of possible recognition. In addition, in our
closest human relationships—namely, friendship, marriage, and parenthood—we often sacrifice
our well-being and interests for those we love. The egoist will insist that on the surface your
actions only look like altruism. The egoist insists that if you look at the deeper, unconscious



motives, you find that your motives are entirely egoistic. At this point, however, egoism becomes
an untestable theory. This reveals the deepest flaw of egoism, since the egoist has announced
his determination to interpret people’s behavior in a way that corresponds to his theory no matter
what they do. Nothing that anyone could do could count as evidence against the theory.
However, the argument could just as easily be turned around by saying that at the deepest,
subconscious level, one’s motives are altruistic, not egoistic. Further, this argument confuses a
motive and a benefit. Just because someone receives a benefit from an altruistic act, it does not
follow that it is the motive for doing the act. We would actually hope that people receive good
feelings from doing altruistic things, even though that may not be the entire motive.Fourth,
ethical egoism as a sufficient system ignores the fact that the Bible calls people to a balance of
self-interest and altruism. We are called to care for the needs of others because they are
comparable to our own and because a significant part of being a disciple of Christ is following
his altruistic example. Believers are called to be servants, and that invariably involves
periodically putting others’ needs ahead of our own and, in rare circumstances, can involve
laying down one’s life for another. It does not, however, obligate believers to neglect their
legitimate self-interest. The Bible does not call believers to ignore self-interest in the way that
ethical egoists claim it does. The claim that the believer “must deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34) refers to denial of one’s ownership of oneself, having turned
that over to God. It does not mandate that one should not care at all for self-interest. One should
remember that at times even Jesus separated from the crowds to seek solitude with his
heavenly Father. Hence the Bible seems to suggest that self-interest has a legitimate place, but
it needs to be balanced by a compassionate concern for the interests of others.Thomas
HobbesHobbes lived in England for most of his life (1588–1679), absent only during a brief exile
in France away from political turmoil in England. He was very interested in and heavily
influenced by geometry and mechanistic psychology, and these disciplines played a significant
part in the formation of his ethics. He is best known for his shortest work, Leviathan, which
summarizes a good deal of his ethical and political theory.His personal ethics are clearly based
on the nature and constitution of a human being. He has an atomistic view of human nature in
which, parallel with science, man is viewed as a small, isolated, individual machine. The good is
defined in terms of the individual and the individual’s self-interest. Hobbes assumed that
aversions and appetites are constant. For example, he assumed that all people desire peace.
This is one of his principal laws of nature. According to Hobbes, since people share desires such
as freedom from the fear of death and the enjoyment of prosperity, universal goods must exist,
the basis for a universal ethic.Happiness for Hobbes derives from his notion of desire and the
good. Happiness is not the repose of a satisfied mind, as in the classical definition of
contemplation. Human beings are always in the process of attaining happiness but cannot finally
attain it. Happiness is in the pursuit—that is, in the progress from one desire being satisfied to
another. Hobbes called this “a perpetual and restless lust for power that ceaseth only in
death” (from Leviathan, 1.11.2).Because of this ever-increasing lust for power, we exist in a state



of war, what Hobbes called the state of nature, or the war of all against all. His laws of nature are
premised on the assumption that there is no security in the state of nature. Thus one is to desire
peace so that all other desires can be met.The laws of nature that exist are all related to
furthering one’s self-preservation. These laws establish covenant-keeping, liberty, justice,
gratitude, modesty, equity, and mercy as the principal virtues. Hobbes called these laws of
nature “immutable and eternal” and considered them binding.Hobbes viewed society as a
voluntary association, where free and equal individuals clash to maximize self-interest. The goal
of government is to provide order to safeguard one’s pursuit of self-interest. He inaugurated the
idea of government by consent, but an absolute ruler, which he called Leviathan, was needed to
protect man from others.Deontological EthicsDeontological systems of ethics are principle-
based systems, in which actions are intrinsically right or wrong, dependent on adherence to the
relevant moral principles or values. What distinguishes various types of deontological systems is
the source of the principles that determine morality. In chapter 3 both the notion of divine
commands and natural law will be discussed, and we will see that they are both important
components of a Christian ethic. Nevertheless, there are deontological systems that are
independent from religious grounding. Most notable of these is what is known as ethical
rationalism, the moral theory of Immanuel Kant.23Underlying his moral system are three critical
assumptions. First, to have a valid moral system, one must have power to constrain people
without being deterministic. In other words, reason must have the power to motivate action, but it
must also leave one genuinely free not to do one’s duty. In contrast to Hume, reason governs the
passions, not vice versa.Second, what is a valid duty in circumstance X is the same for all
rational beings. This is his principle of fairness and is foundational to his central concept known
as the categorical imperative. He does acknowledge relevant differences among people, but the
point is that moral obligations do not vary based on the circumstances. Here Kant appears to be
anticipating the utilitarians, such as Bentham and Mill, for whom morality depended on the
consequences of an action, which depended largely on one’s circumstances.Third, people
cannot change their moral obligations or duties merely by changing their desires. Moral
imperatives based on desire are what he called hypothetical imperatives. A true moral
imperative is what he called categorical, since it is not based on some desire.Kant’s system
revolved around the notion of the good will. This is his first proposition on the nature of morality.
The good will is seen as being the key to being worthy of happiness. In this notion, he reversed
the emphasis of the classical Greek philosophers that virtue would essentially bring one well-
being. For Kant, happiness followed if one was morally worthy of possessing it. The good will is
capable of acting from motives other than the desire to be well off. It recognizes that one’s duty is
inherently good apart from any consequences that it produced. Kant reasoned that since one
cannot control all the consequences, moral worth cannot depend on things that are beyond the
control of the individual making the moral decision. The good will is the will that acts for the sake
of duty. One’s duty can be contrary to one’s inclination but does not have to be. For Kant, being
moral is more than acting according to one’s inclinations.Actions are determined either by



desire, or by inclination, or by what Kant calls a maxim. A maxim is the plan of action where an
individual in circumstance X does act A to bring about result R. But the result is not what gives
the act worth because one does not control all the results of one’s actions. Therefore, the
question is raised, “What is it about the maxim that makes the will good?”The good will is the
only unconditional good. The good will is one that acts from duty alone. The value of an act done
from duty is not in its consequences. So it must be from its maxim. But what distinguishes the
good maxim from the bad? The good maxim must be able to motivate every rational being in the
specified circumstance. Thus it must have something that is the “same for all.” This is the form of
the law, or its ability to be universalized. In other words, all beings can act on the maxim without
making it impossible for any to act on it. So, what Kant called the categorical imperative is not
based on circumstances.Within his concept of the good will is the idea of the contradiction of the
will. This assumes that if everyone did it, no one would ultimately be able to do it. In his test for
universalizability, he asked, “Would it be fair, or could we live with it, if everyone did this?” The
categorical imperative is often applied in a bit different way, by asking, “Could we live with the
state of affairs if everyone did not do the things that Kant suggested to be universal maxims?”
For example, if everyone violated the duty to tell the truth, could we live with the kind of society
that would inevitably result from this? Kant calls this the principle of universalizability.To put it
another way, he might ask, “Are you ready for your action to be regarded as the equivalent of a
law of nature?” Thus we are constrained to do something because we respect the law that can
be universalized, and we feel a sense of duty as a result. Duty and inclination are not necessarily
opposed, but a moral act is one done out of duty, not simply because one wants to do it. Moral
maxims must be categorical, that is, they must be binding and independent of one’s desires.
This categorical imperative actually has four different formulations, which are listed below:1. Act
only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a
universal law.2. Act as though the maxim of your action were by your will to become a universal
law of nature.3. Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another,
always as an end and never as a means only. From this formulation the fundamental principle of
respect for persons is derived. (This is one of the most significant legacies of the ethics of
Kant.)4. Do no action according to any maxim that would be inconsistent with its being universal,
and thus act only so that the will through its maxims could regard itself at the same time as
universally law-giving. This is what he calls his principle of autonomy. Since we derive the
principles from our own rational nature, we are autonomous and self-determined, and thus by
our actions we “legislate” morality. Moral constraint is thus possible without individuals losing
their genuine freedom of moral choice.To summarize, no will is morally good because it does
what it wants to do. A motive other than the passions must exist: respect for law. Free from
determination, the rational will acts on the basis of respect for law. But since not all are purely
rational beings, human beings ought to act under the constraint of the categorical imperative.
The moral purpose of reason is to illuminate us to our “ought,” independent of sensation. The
highest good for Kant is both happiness and being worthy of it. That is achieved by adherence to



duty.Kant’s categorical imperative in particular and his ethical system in general have come
under considerable criticism on three primary points. First, Kant appears to have been overly
optimistic about the ability of reason to formulate universal absolutes. Kant held that rational
persons using their faculties could reason themselves to precisely the same moral rules. This
seems to run counter to the degree of moral diversity that exists in the world today. Such
diversity cannot be accounted for simply in terms of rationality, which suggests that there are
other factors besides reason that contribute to moral norms. Kant is widely considered the apex
of modernity with its virtual worship of reason, a project that has been widely regarded to have
failed. Despite its other shortcomings, postmodernism has rightly called the supremacy of
unaided reason into question, here because the wide variety of moral values and how they are
weighted calls into question the adequacy of reason alone to formulate universal principles.24A
second line of criticism of Kant comes from the results of the categorical imperative. According
to Kant, when properly applied, the categorical imperative provides absolute moral rules, which
is the goal. That is, it produces an exception-less moral system—there are never exceptions to
Kantian formulated moral rules. Kant himself suggests that even when confronted with the need
to lie in order to protect an innocent person who is about to be killed, one still has an unqualified
duty to tell the truth. Yet this seems problematic and illustrates one of the tensions of absolutist
deontological moral systems in general—they cannot deal with scenarios when principles
conflict. I will discuss this in chapter 3 in connection with divine command theories of ethics and
resolve it by suggesting that there are occasions when principles need to be weighted and
ranked. This runs counter to a Kantian deontology, which presumes that there is never a conflict
in one’s moral duty if properly ascertained. For a deontological system to avoid being
excessively rigid and unbending, it makes more sense to hold to prima facie (literally, “at first
glance”) principles that have periodic exceptions to them when they come into conflict with other
principles.25 This is not an absolutist deontological system, nor is it Kant’s formulation, but it
seems to fit our intuitions about our duty when moral rules conflict.A final criticism of Kant is that
his categorical imperative is only a procedural morality and does not offer any guidance in terms
of the content of morality. That is, it is a necessary part of formulating moral rules but not
sufficient to tell us what the rules ought to be. One can properly devise consistent absolutes, but
the categorical imperative cannot tell us why those absolutes may be considered right or wrong.
For example, Kant’s procedure can tell us that we ought to have a rule against actions such as
deception or adultery, but it can’t tell us why specifically those things are wrong.26 A procedural
notion such as the categorical imperative cannot provide much to clarify the material content of
morality.Immanuel KantWidely regarded as one of the greatest philosophical minds and
contributors to ethics, Kant lived during the height of the Enlightenment (1724–1804). He was
raised in Prussia and educated at the University of Königsberg, where he later spent most of his
teaching career. He wrote voluminously about metaphysics, logic, epistemology, philosophy of
religion, and ethics and enjoyed an outstanding reputation throughout Europe during his
lifetime.Kant devised a principle-based ethic, centered not on a religious system but on reason



alone. In doing so, he represents the epitome of Enlightenment ethics. His system was not
dependent on divine revelation, either special or natural. Also, it was not based on any particular
view of human nature, since nature could be interpreted in many different ways. Insisting that a
valid moral system must be independent of empirical observation, his ethics were in part a
response to the ethics of David Hume, his contemporary.RelativismEthical relativism became
popular as a result of the findings of cultural anthropologists at the turn of the twentieth century,
who observed that different cultures have widely varying moral codes and concepts of right and
wrong. Its early key advocates include anthropologists, such as William Graham Sumner, Ruth
Benedict, and Melville Herskovits, and philosopher John Ladd.27As these scholars studied
different cultures, they discovered the lack of a uniform concept of right and wrong. For example,
some cultures practice polygamy, while others practice monogamy. Some cultures consider it a
moral obligation to give one of their children to an infertile couple. Some cultures, such as
certain Eskimo groups, practice euthanasia and infanticide in ways that seem ghastly and
immoral to many other cultures. Among the Auca Indians of South America, treachery was
considered the highest virtue. In fact, after sharing the Christian message with the Aucas, the
missionaries were shocked to learn that the Aucas saw Judas as the hero of the gospel, not
Jesus. In colonial India, the indigenous people burned widows following the death of their
husbands, which was a widely practiced custom considered to be morally legitimate. What the
natives of Polynesia considered as taboo astonished Captain Cook’s sailors: despite the fact
that the women had much freedom in the area of sexual relations, the natives considered it
taboo to eat a meal with someone of the opposite sex. Today, female circumcision, a practice
many Westerners refer to as mutilation, is practiced widely in Africa and the Middle East. These
illustrations offer only a sample of the ways people have conceived and practiced morality.In
response to these observations, scholars drew new conclusions about the nature of morality. In
view of such moral diversity, they suggested that it was impossible to believe in universal moral
values that transcend time and culture. Such moral diversity called into question ethical systems
that posited absolute, unchanging moral principles that could be universally applied. Rather than
being universal, morality was seen as relative to the cultural consensus.Different Forms of
RelativismSome anthropologists, however, merely pointed out the differences between the
moral codes of various cultures. In chapter 1, we called this “descriptive ethics,” which is not a
normative discipline at all. That is, it is only a descriptive enterprise, and there is no attempt to
draw normative ethical principles out of their observations. They looked at the diversity of ethical
standards and concluded that different cultures in the world have widely differing standards of
right and wrong. But many other anthropologists espoused a normative form of relativism called
cultural relativism. This is the primary form of relativism; it molds the culture, determines the
values, and sets the moral norms. So the cultural consensus determines morality for that culture.
Consequently, there are no objective, universal moral principles that are binding for all cultures
and times.As a result, any practice that is the cultural norm is moral for that culture. Someone
from another culture cannot make a judgment on that practice, since there are no norms that



transcend culture. For example, since female circumcision is the norm for particular cultures, that
makes it moral in those cultures. Someone from outside that culture cannot make a criticism or
negative assessment of such a practice, since that person is outside the culture. It is often said:
“It’s a Middle Eastern thing (or substitute another culture)—you wouldn’t understand.” And since
you couldn’t understand, you can’t make a judgment on the practice. Cultural relativism is
sometimes referred to as conventionalism, which maintains that cultural acceptance determines
the validity of moral norms. While morality may need cultural acceptance to function properly, it
is quite another thing to insist that cultural acceptance determines the validity of its values.A
second form of relativism practiced today is moral subjectivism, which says that morality is
determined by the individual’s own tastes and preferences. Expressed in its popular form, ethical
subjectivism says, “What’s right for me is right, and what’s right for you is right,” even if the
person is referring to two diametrically opposed actions. One could say, “Being faithful to one’s
spouse is right for some people, but open marriage is right for others.” This view of morality is
often applied to sexual morality where one’s moral code for sexual behavior is considered a
private matter and where one can subjectively and individually determine what is right. It’s not
hard to see how cultural relativism could reduce to subjectivism; as the size of the relevant
culture shrinks, it ultimately ends up as a culture of one person—hence subjectivism.One of the
most significant challenges to doing business in other parts of the world comes from cultural
relativism. Imagine yourself as a business executive responsible for expanding your firm into
international markets. As a result of different ethical standards of doing business, you will be
faced with the temptation to offer bribes to high government officials to secure access to the
market for your product. Although bribes are considered immoral and illegal in much of the West,
your clients in this new market will expect them as a normal part of doing business. What will you
do? Will you adhere to what you consider to be a universal standard that does not permit
bribery? Or will you adopt the philosophy, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do,” and justify
offering bribes because that is acceptable in that culture?Imagine now that you are a project
manager for a large construction company that is expanding its business into the developing
world, where safety and environmental standards are significantly different than in the United
States. By adopting the country’s safety standards, your company can save a great deal of
money, but it presents safety hazards for some of your employees. Do you build according to
higher safety standards, or do you simply follow the less strict codes of the foreign country and
increase your company’s profits? All kinds of things once considered immoral can now be
justified if one becomes a relativist and uses culturally acceptable standards.David HumeDavid
Hume was born and raised in Scotland (1711–76) and was not an academic philosopher by
profession. He was a historian and wrote a history of Great Britain in addition to his numerous
philosophical works. Yet he is known for his philosophy. Among his treatises in philosophy, he
attempted a complete philosophical system in A Treatise of Human Nature. 28 He wrote about
metaphysics, epistemology, anthropology, philosophy of religion, political philosophy, and ethics.
He was popular in literary circles during his lifetime, although he received much criticism for his



philosophical works.Hume’s ethics extend from his overall worldview, which is known as
empiricism—that is, the only matters of fact are those discernible by the senses. Thus moral
facts and moral sense as perceptible objects do not exist. The rules of morality are not derived
by reason. Moral distinctions are independent of reason, and for Hume reason is only the slave
of the passions.29In fact, according to Hume, reason is inert when it comes to determining the
morality of an action. Hume compared vice and virtue with sounds, colors, heat, and cold. They
are not qualities in objects but perceptions in the mind. Morals have to do with sense, not
reason. Reason can only determine means to accomplishing ends. Reason only serves the
passions, and they are not subject to reason. Reason is also powerless to incite action
necessary to actually do the good.Reducing morality to matters of sentiment is at the heart of
Hume’s project. The reason his theory is important is that it is widely followed today. Morality is
becoming increasingly subjective and is losing its propositional nature as people in our culture
insist that judgments of right and wrong are merely individual subjective feelings or opinion.The
Appeal of RelativismDespite its philosophical shortcomings, ethical relativism does have appeal,
particularly to the popular culture. The first appeal of relativism is based on the important idea
that morality does not develop in a sociological vacuum. Some of our values are formed either in
reaction to or affirmation of the social conditions of the time. Unfortunately, these values can be
mistaken for absolute standards when in reality they are little more than cultural biases dressed
up in moral language. Slavery during the Civil War era aptly illustrates this. Although it was
clearly immoral for human beings to own and mistreat other human beings, many Southerners
attempted to justify slavery, sometimes on biblical grounds. Created to supply cheap labor in the
agricultural South, slavery was deemed moral, and the right to own slaves was regarded as an
absolute right. In reality, slavery was merely a cultural creation that was regarded as an absolute
moral right.A second appeal of relativism comes from the way it is presented. Frequently
relativism is presented as though it and its opposite, complete absolutism, are the only two valid
alternatives. The absolutist is perceived as rigidly holding to absolute moral principles and does
not allow for any exceptions, regardless of the circumstances. This is clearly not an attractive or
realistic position to hold. If relativism is presented as the only alternative to this kind of
absolutism, it is not difficult to see why people would prefer relativism. One can hold to objective
moral principles and not be a complete absolutist, that is, one can be what is called a prima facie
absolutist. While recognizing the importance of unchanging, objective, moral principles, the
prima facie absolutist allows for periodic exceptions to general principles. On selected issues,
most people who hold to the importance of principles would admit exceptions. For example,
many people would agree that in the rare cases when a pregnancy presents imminent danger to
a woman’s life, it is justifiable to end the pregnancy. Similarly, if someone breaks into my house
with a loaded gun and asks where my wife is, I am not obligated to tell him the truth.A third
appeal of relativism comes from the emphasis on cultural diversity that was mentioned above.
This trend emphasizes tolerance for the distinctives of other cultures, including its moral values,
which are at the core of any culture. In the name of appreciating cultural diversity, one accepts



the values of a culture as normative within that culture. Then it becomes more difficult to make
value judgments about a culture for fear of creating offense and appearing intolerant. Yet most
people realize that limits must be drawn somewhere and that some standards must transcend
culture if society is to arbitrate between competing cultural values.This has deeper philosophical
roots in a postmodern view of truth, knowledge, and morality. Postmodernism insists that all
knowledge is received through one’s cultural lenses. As a result, it is impossible to have an
objective view of truth. And since there can be no such thing as objective truth, making any kind
of claim for similarly objective and universal moral norms is considered futile by the
postmodernists. It would be difficult to overestimate the impact of postmodern thinking on the
resurgence of relativism in the culture today. The postmodernist’s radical skepticism concerning
the reality of truth and knowledge exacts a heavy price when it comes to morality. The
postmodernist’s conclusion that moral values are simply human conventions that reflect one’s
cultural lenses and relationships of power renders morality as little more than a subjective
enterprise in a futile search for a consensus. At best the postmodernist can embrace cultural
relativism in recognition of the social agreement on a particular set of values that is useful only
for that social group.The postmodernist’s view of truth, knowledge, and morality has also been
vigorously challenged by a variety of critics. Some of the critics are religious thinkers, but many
simply recognize the flaws in the postmodern worldview without approaching it from any
particular religious perspective. Two primary criticisms have been raised of postmodernism.30
The first is to insist that just because one sees the world through a particular set of lenses (or
biases), it does not mean that he or she is incapable of rationality or objectivity. It may make
being rational and objective more difficult, but it does not make it impossible. If bias actually
made it impossible to objectively assess reasons and evidence for a view, then we would be left
in the odd position of not being able to objectively teach or investigate anything that we believed
in. Nor would we be able to teach what we opposed!A second problem with postmodernism as a
worldview is that it is self-refuting. Either the postmodernist thinker presents his or her views as
being true and rational, and thereby sensible and worth adopting, which denies the central
premises of postmodernism, or the postmodernist advocate does not offer his or her position as
true, which does not provide any compelling reasons for accepting it over other
worldviews.Challenges for RelativismIn spite of its appeal and widespread use in the popular
culture, relativism has significant philosophical shortcomings. First, in terms of the observations
of the cultural anthropologists who developed relativism, the degree of moral diversity is
overstated and the degree of moral consensus is understated. A good deal more moral
consensus exists among cultures than was first believed. Anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn has
noted the following:Every society has some version of the Golden Rule. While some societies
say a man may have four wives, no culture says he may simply take any woman he wants. All
societies have laws protecting human life, all condemn stealing, all honor courage, and all say
that engaging in sexual acts with anyone is not permitted. It’s as if many different orchestras are
performing the same musical piece but adapting the harmonics to fit their own instruments.31A



second criticism of relativism is related to the first. Many of the observations of moral diversity
were differences in moral practices. For example, take the historical tradition of some tribes of
Eskimos to practice a form of euthanasia. One can argue that the principle being followed is the
same as that in the West—that of respect for one’s elders. But the way in which that norm is
applied is very different, based on their religious view that a person goes to the eternal state in
the condition in which he or she dies. Under that view, they would consider allowing a person to
die in a hospital, full of tubes and technologies and in a frail, chronically diseased condition, a
terrible wrong. It seems clear that diversity in practice does not necessarily equal diversity in
underlying values or principles. Much less moral diversity exists at the level of principles than
many anthropologists think they have observed. A person who holds to objective moral values
can easily account for many, though not all, varieties in practices from the perspective of the
underlying principles.A third challenge to relativism is that cultural relativism as a normative
system cannot be drawn from the observations of the cultural relativist. Cultural relativism as a
moral system does not follow simply from the empirical data of moral diversity among cultures.
Just because different cultures have different moral standards—even if the degree of moral
diversity is not overstated—it does not follow that there is no such thing as absolute values that
transcend culture.A fourth challenge to relativism is that it provides no way to arbitrate among
competing cultural value claims. This is important as many countries recognize the high degree
of cultural diversity in their populations and therefore the inevitable clash of cultures. For
example, as the Middle Eastern population of Europe continues to grow, creating cultural
enclaves in Western European countries, clashes of cultures are becoming more common,
sometimes leading to violence. The archbishop of Canterbury, the head of the Church of
England, made the controversial suggestion that European countries should accommodate
Islamic moral codes and allow Islamic law to have its place in the law of the various European
countries.32 The relativist can offer very little to resolve these kinds of conflicts since the
relativist can neither condemn either group nor umpire their competing claims.The fifth and most
serious charge against relativism is an extension of the fourth. The relativist cannot morally
evaluate any clearly oppressive culture or, more specifically, any obvious tyrant. Cultures that
relegate women to the status of second-class citizens cannot be evaluated by the relativist,
since morality is dependent on the cultural context. Similarly, the relativist cannot pass judgment
on someone like Hitler, who oppresses a minority with the permission, if not approval, of the
masses, since no moral absolute that transcends culture exists to which the relativist can appeal
as a basis for that judgment.A final objection to relativism is the charge that its central premise,
namely that moral absolutes do not exist, is a self-defeating statement, since the premise itself is
an absolute. However, the relativist could respond that the premise is only a formal absolute, not
a material one—that is, it is a statement that describes the procedure of relativism, not a moral
principle that is absolute. While that distinction is correct, the relativist still has a moral absolute
that makes the system self-defeating, namely, the absolute of tolerance and respect for the
values of other cultures. The relativist could hardly tolerate any culture that had intolerance as



one of its central virtues.PlatoPlato (ca. 426–347 BC) came from a wealthy, aristocratic family
that allowed him the luxury of study. His background likely contributed to his somewhat negative
appraisal of democracy. He was a close associate of Socrates. Accordingly, Socrates plays a
role in most of Plato’s writings and a prominent role in some of Plato’s writings on ethics. At
some time during the 370s he founded the Academy, a place of higher education where he
taught through his well-known method of dialogue and questioning. Aristotle was a member of
the Academy during the final twenty years of Plato’s life.Most of Plato’s writings consist of his
“dialogues,” which actually bear more resemblance to monologues. He wrote roughly twenty-five
of these dialogues, and the most well-known and widely read of these is The Republic. In this
work he presents much of his ethical theory, although many of the other dialogues contain
material that deals with ethics.The emphasis in Plato’s thought is not on rights, moral principles,
or consequences but on questions of the soul. His moral philosophy is not concerned with
whether certain actions are right or wrong but with whether one is a good person. What we today
call “virtue theory” dominated classical ethics, and Plato was the consummate virtue theorist. He
and other Greek moral theorists thought that they could know the good person, that is, the right
way to live one’s life in general. They were more concerned with one’s character and virtue than
with any action-based theory of ethics. For Plato, life was parallel to a craft or skill—that is, the
right way to live life was parallel to a right way to perform a craft or skill.Virtue EthicsAll the
normative theories examined thus far have been action-oriented ethical systems. The exception
to this is emotivism, which is a theory about moral language rather than a theory that attempts to
provide moral direction. Most ethical theories in modern times have focused on doing the right
action or making the right decision when confronted by a moral dilemma. Many of the major
debates in ethics have revolved around the basis for determining what is the right action,
whether consequences or principles provide that basis, and whether the right action is universal
or relative.Virtue theory, which is also called aretaic ethics (from the Greek term arete, “virtue”),
holds that morality is more than simply doing the right thing. The foundational moral claims made
by the virtue theorist concern the moral agent (the person doing the action), not simply the act
that the agent performs. Dating back to Plato and Aristotle, the tradition of virtue theory is a long
one, including the Epicureans, the Stoics, the New Testament Gospels, and Thomas Aquinas.
With the collapse of the medieval worldview during the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods,
one of the unfortunate casualties was Aquinas’ emphasis on Aristotelian virtue theory. The
current renewal of interest in virtue ethics can be traced back to the moral philosopher Elizabeth
Anscombe, in her critique of action based ethics.33Some virtue theorists hold that virtue theory
can independently provide an adequate system of ethics. Others hold that virtues and moral
rules or principles are interdependent, but exactly how they fit together is a point of debate. In
the face of both natural law and divine commands, it is difficult to see how the Christian could
not embrace some sort of deontological ethics. But it is equally difficult to see how the Christian
could ignore virtue theory in favor of act-based ethics, given the emphasis in the New Testament
on developing the character of Christ, which would seem to precede action. As will be argued in



chapter 3, the virtues are logically prior to principles in that the virtues emerge out of God’s
character, and that moral rules and principles are those that are consistent with the outworking
of God’s virtue.Some of the main differences between virtue ethics and act-oriented ethics are
an emphasis on being rather than doing, an emphasis on who a person should become more
than what a person should do, the importance of following people with exemplary behavior
instead of following moral rules, an emphasis on a person’s motive in place of action, and a
stress on developing character more than simply obeying rules. Virtue theory is an ethic of
character, not duty. These emphases are certainly consistent with the biblical emphasis on
becoming more like Christ in character. One could also argue that act-oriented systems do not
adequately produce moral people, not to mention spiritually mature people. It would seem, at the
least, that some component of virtue theory is needed to supplement act-oriented systems.
Given the biblical emphasis, it would appear that act-oriented ethics alone give a person an
overly narrow view of the moral life.AristotleAristotle continued in the Platonic tradition of the
virtuous person but spelled out the specific virtues and a psychology of moral behavior in much
more detail. He spent much of his life (384–322 BC) in the political world because his father was
the physician to Amyntas II, King of Macedon. Aristotle assumed leadership in the Academy of
Plato after Plato’s forced suicide and remained there until 342 BC, when he accepted the
invitation to become the personal mentor for Alexander the Great. After this three-year
assignment, he established schools in the different areas of Greece in which he resided.Aristotle
wrote voluminously, both on the popular level and the more sophisticated scientific and
philosophical level. He wrote on a wide variety of subjects, including logic, physics, psychology,
natural history, and philosophy. The core of his philosophical writings included works on
metaphysics, ethics, and politics. He considered ethics and political philosophy to be
inseparable, and thus his Politics is a logical extension of his three works on ethics, namely, the
Nicomachean Ethics (his most well-developed ethical treatise), the Eudemian Ethics, and the
Magna Moralia.The Appeal of Virtue EthicsAdvocates of virtue ethics have pointed out some of
the shortcomings of act-oriented ethics.34 First, act-oriented ethics reduce ethics to solving
moral dilemmas and difficult cases that most people encounter infrequently. Virtue ethics
advocates suggest that this is a minimalist view of morality that pushes ethics to the extremes of
life. The real substance of the moral life, the day-to-day decisions that people must make, is
diminished. Virtue ethics maintains that until someone develops the requisite virtues, they will
likely not experience, or even be aware of, moral dilemmas. Virtue ethicist Edmund Pincoffs puts
it this way: “The adult of good moral character must indeed be able to handle difficult situations
when they arise and to reason about problems unforeseeable . . . but to reason well, he must
already be an adult of good moral character. . . . Unless he has these qualities, moral dilemmas
will not arise for him.”35 Virtue ethics impacts moral education since it involves more than simply
adherence to abstract moral principles and has the inculcation of character at its core. As
Pincoffs points out, “Is moral education best understood as teaching children how to make moral
decisions? . . . There are no moral problems for the child whose character is yet to be



formed.”36Second, virtue ethics advocates point out that the moral life involves attitudes and
motives as well as actions. It is difficult to say that two people who perform the same right action
with opposite attitudes are both equally worthy of praise. Act-oriented ethics focuses on the act
and tends to minimize the dispositions and character of the moral agent. Thus act-oriented
ethics offers a truncated view of the moral life, particularly for the Christian, who is commanded
to develop virtuous character. One of the primary aspects of the moral life emphasized in
Scripture is to cultivate good character (Gal. 5:22–23).Third, act-based systems provide little
motivation for doing the right thing.37 This is especially true of the apex of action-based morality,
the system of Kant, which holds that the will should perform its moral duty simply for the sake of
duty. According to most virtue ethics advocates, action-oriented ethics are largely negative
prohibitions that involve hair-splitting distinctions that do not usually move people to
action.Finally, act-based ethics overemphasize individual autonomy, or the ability of people to
arrive at their moral duties by reason or revelation alone.38 Since virtues are usually developed
in some sort of a relationship or community, virtue theory gives proper emphasis to the
communal context of ethics.The Golden MeanAristotle’s specific virtues derive from his concept
of the mean. He is perhaps best known for this way of describing the virtues, popularly known as
the “golden mean.” A virtue is the mean between two extremes of behavior or emotion, usually
between the extremes of excess and deficiency. For example, Aristotle describes courage as the
mean between rashness (an excess) and cowardice (a deficiency), and temperance as the
mean between overindulgence (an excess) and self-denial (a deficiency). Other virtues include
liberality, honor, gentleness, friendliness, and truthfulness. The ethic of the mean is an ethic of
moderation that produces happiness. The mean is not merely the middle but a mean that is
relative to a person’s circumstances.Questions about Virtue EthicsOne of the questions often
posed to advocates of virtue ethics is, “what exactly is a virtue?” Virtues are defined as “trained
behavioral dispositions that result in habitual acts of moral goodness.”39 That is, the evidence of
a person’s character comes from the habit of acting in morally good ways, and that it takes
training, education, and discipline in virtue in order for it to become habitual. It’s important to
recognize that the only way virtues are made evident is by a person’s actions. Actions do matter,
but to take moral acts as the only aspect of morality that matters is a reductive view of the moral
life. People are called not only to act in accord with God’s moral standard. They are also called to
develop the character traits of Jesus. A Christian virtue ethic, with Jesus as the ideal virtuous
person, is a critical starting point for a virtue ethic.For some virtue ethics systems, the question
of “What makes a virtue a virtue?” can be difficult to answer. For some systems, it may seem that
the virtues are suspended in philosophical midair, without any grounding. It can be challenging
for some virtue ethics systems to avoid a certain relativism about what constitute a virtue, since
what may be virtuous in some cultures would not be in others. That’s not the case for a Christian-
based virtue ethic that is based on the character of God, incarnated in the life of Jesus, who is
the ideal virtuous person. As exemplified in the life of Jesus, the virtues are both clear and
universal, though the application of some virtues might look a bit different in different cultural



settings. Thus the life of virtue is not necessarily grounded in the Aristotelian notion of the
purpose of a human person being to utilize reason to achieve happiness. Virtue was considered
an essential aspect of the pursuit of happiness and thus necessary for the good life. In a
Christian worldview, virtue is equally essential to the good life, which consists of faithfully
following Jesus. It is inconceivable that someone could follow Jesus well and not place high
importance on emulating his character traits.The moral life, then, consists of doing the right thing
with the right motive and attitudes. It is insufficient to do the right thing for the right reason if the
underlying attitude is absent. Virtues are an integral element of the good life and especially of
being like Christ. Therefore, a complementary view of virtues and principles, in which both are
important, appears to be more consistent with Scripture. The virtues are logically prior to
principles, insofar as God’s character expresses itself in virtues, and moral rules and principles
then are those that are consistent with the outworking of God’s virtues.Virtue ethics sometimes
comes under criticism for its apparent inability to make decisions when faced with moral
dilemmas. Even if those dilemmas do not occur regularly, any moral system must be able to
address them adequately. Virtue ethics approaches moral dilemmas differently than most action-
oriented systems. Instead of asking, “what is the right thing to do?” virtue ethics asks, “what does
this decision reveal about my character?” For example, if faced with a decision to end an
unwanted pregnancy, in addition to the question of the right action, the person would also
wrestle with how each alternative—to end the pregnancy, keep the baby, or put the baby up for
adoption—reflects his or her character. In the midst of this dilemma, one may find that
considerations of character and virtue may be considerably more compelling than the weighing
of moral principles, consequences, or self-interest that is characteristic of action-oriented ethical
systems. It may also be that consideration of virtue alone may not resolve the dilemma and
appealing to principles might be necessary. Further, in a broken, fallen world, it should not be a
surprise if virtues conflict on occasion, in the same way that moral dilemmas occur when God’s
commands conflict or when moral principles conflict. We will look at that issue in the next
chapter.ConclusionMost of the moral systems described and critiqued in this chapter are widely
embraced in contemporary culture. As you encounter public debates on moral issues, observe
which methods of moral reasoning those in the debate employ. The shortcomings of these
systems illustrate the need for a method of moral reasoning that is based on general revelation,
natural law, or special revelation. The Bible does employ different types of moral reasoning, but
nowhere does it suggest that any of the systems mentioned in this chapter are all-sufficient.
Blending divine command, natural law, and virtue, the biblical emphasis seems to be a
combination of virtue theory and deontological ethics with periodic appeal to egoism and
utilitarianism to supplement the primary emphasis on virtues and principles.Chapter Review1.
Which of the moral theories presented in this chapter are action-oriented theories? Which one is
not a normative ethical theory?2. How does virtue theory differ from other action-oriented moral
theories?3. What other philosophical commitments must be made as a result of one’s moral
theory?4. Ethical egoism determines right and wrong on what basis? Give some examples of



ethical egoism in use in the culture at present.5. What is the Bible’s view of the pursuit of one’s
self-interest?6. What are the primary arguments that support ethical egoism? What are some of
its shortcomings?7. What makes ethical egoism an arbitrary system? Do you agree?8. What
does psychological egoism refer to? How is it different from ethical egoism?9. What does it
mean that utilitarianism is a “teleological system”?10. Who are the philosophers who
systematized utilitarianism?11. How does utilitarianism determine right and wrong? Give some
examples of utilitarianism being used in public policy today.12. Distinguish between act and rule
utilitarianism.13. Summarize some of the shortcomings of utilitarianism.14. Which philosopher
popularized a nonreligious form of deontological ethics?15. Explain the categorical
imperative.16. What is the principle of universalizability?17. What is meant by emotivism?18. For
the emotivist, what are moral judgments really about?19. What are the shortcomings of
emotivism?20. How did the observations of moral diversity contribute to the popularity of
relativism?21. What is the definition of cultural relativism? How is that different from moral
subjectivism?22. How does international business raise the issue of relativism?23. What is the
connection between multiculturalism and relativism?24. What is a prima facie absolutist?25.
What is the appeal of relativism? What are its shortcomings?26. What is the relationship
between virtues and principles? How are the correspondence and complementary views of this
different?For Further ReadingMacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue: A Study of Moral Theory. Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984.Pojman, Louis P. and James Fieser. Ethics:
Discovering Right and Wrong. 7th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2012.Russell, Daniel C.
Cambridge Companion to Virtue Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013.Shafer-
Landau, Russ. Whatever Happened to Good and Evil? New York: Oxford University Press,
2004.Chapter 3Christian EthicsDespite modern departures from it, the Judeo-Christian system
of morality has had a profound impact on societies around the world since its inception. Many
people who do not hold to the particulars of a Christian worldview nonetheless view Christian
ethics as a valuable set of moral guidelines and ideals for society. Even people who deny key
Christian doctrines, such as the deity of Christ, will admit that Jesus was both a compelling
moral example and insightful moral teacher. However, in recent years, critics such as Richard
Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and others have been more public in their advancement of
atheism. These critics have maintained that Christian ethics has actually undermined belief in
God. They cite parts of the Bible that they consider morally objectionable and accuse God of
being racist, sexist, and homophobic.In this chapter you will be introduced to the major
emphases in Christian ethics as outlined in both the Old and New Testaments. You will also be
exposed to other concepts central to a Christian ethic, such as natural law, deontological ethics,
and virtue theory. You will read briefly of some objections to Christian ethics, such as the
classical “Euthyphro dilemma,” in which the questioner asks, “Does God command things
because they are good, or are things good because God commands them?”At its heart,
Christian ethics is a blend of both virtues and principles. Morality is ultimately grounded in the
character of God—that is, the ultimate source for morality is not God’s commands but God’s



character. The virtues, or character traits, which are made clear by God’s character and further
clarified by Jesus’ character, are the ultimate foundation for morality from a Christian worldview.
God’s commands are derived from his character. God issues the commands that he does
because he is the kind of God that he is. For example, God commands that we love our
neighbors, ultimately not because “love makes the world go ’round,” though that result is surely a
good thing, but because he is that kind of God. In addition, God mandates that we forgive not
primarily because forgiveness restores relationships, though that is certainly true, but because
God is fundamentally a forgiving God. The virtues, then, are primary, and the moral principles, or
God’s commands, are derived from them.AugustineAugustine (AD 354–430) is widely
considered to be the dominant contributor to ethical theory during the transition between the
ancient world and the Middle Ages. He attempted to formulate an explicitly Christian ethic for a
world that was just beginning to experience Christianity.After searching for a worldview that
would hold together for him, he converted to Christianity from a life of hedonism in 386. He wrote
a wide variety of works, both philosophical and theological. As he grew older, his interest turned
more toward the Scriptures and pastoral work and away from more technical philosophy,
although his ministry in the church was always strongly influenced by his background in
philosophy. From about 390 on, he worked as a priest and later served as a bishop in North
Africa. Perhaps his two best-known works are the Confessions and his work in social ethics, The
City of God. He was the first Christian to systematically develop Christian ethics, and he
suggested that virtue was acquired by means of God’s grace through the gospel, the
sacraments, and the ministry of the Holy Spirit within the soul of the believer.Augustine held that
all being is good because it is created by a good God. Evil as an independent entity does not
exist but is only the privation of good. Happiness, or “blessedness,” to use Augustine’s term,
consists in community and fellowship in the kingdom of God. The supreme good for a human
being is eternal life—that is, the perfect enjoyment of God for eternity.In his social ethic,
Augustine conceives of two radically different communities with two different ideas of what is
good, the city of God and the city of man. Because of his strong view of the effects of sin on
institutions, he recommended a minimal role for the state: to maintain order and secure justice
as best as possible in a fallen world.The Bible makes a clear connection between God’s
character and his commands. Perhaps the most evident connection comes in the preamble to
the Ten Commandments. God prefaces the commands, saying, “I am the LORD your God, who
brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex. 20:1). Then the commands commence.
God emphasizes that the commands follow from who he is, from his character, and specifically
from how he acted on Israel’s behalf. The second commandment, which prohibits idolatry, is
based on God being a jealous God—he is zealous for his people’s loyalty (v. 5). God calls his
people to be holy, because that is the kind of God he is (Lev. 20:26). The New Testament insists
that followers of Jesus “be perfect . . . as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48), and that
the church avoid partiality because God is an impartial God (James 2:5–8). Other examples of
this link between God’s commands and his character include the principle of generosity to those



in need, based on God’s generosity in Christ toward individuals (2 Cor. 8:7–9), the principle of
forgiveness, based on God’s forgiveness in Christ (Eph. 4:32), and the critical principle of love of
neighbor, based on the notion that “God is love” (1 John 4:8).Other types of moral reasoning
supplement the primary place of virtues and principles. Just as the Bible is not a tightly
structured systematic theology, but a mixture of different theological emphases presented in a
variety of literary styles, so too Scripture is not a systematically arranged ethical theory, but a
mixture of different types of moral reasoning presented in a variety of literary contexts. The Bible
uses diverse types of moral reasoning to supplement its primary emphasis on virtues and
principles. For example, the Mosaic law is heavily deontological, emphasizing principles that are
ultimately dependent on God’s character. The prophets reflect this too; their preaching reminds
the people of the parts of the law that they have forgotten or high-handedly disobeyed. But there
are other types of moral reasoning used in the Bible.The wisdom literature contains a measure
of utilitarian reasoning. For example, many of the Proverbs contain explicit descriptions of the
consequences of certain actions and character traits. The writers of Proverbs appear to praise
wisdom because of the good consequences it produces, while they warn against folly because
of its harmful consequences. To be sure, the wisdom literature is ultimately grounded in the Law
and in its principles. The wisdom literature, then, does not attempt to use utilitarianism as a self-
sufficient system for discovering morality, but the foundation of principles is supplemented by
appeal to consequences, a use of both utilitarian and deontological methods. The reason this is
done is because the intended readership of the wisdom literature extended internationally,
outside the community of Old Testament Israel. As a result, the authors could not rely on the
same style of reasoning that other authors used with Israel. In fact, conspicuous by its absence
in the wisdom books are many themes that characterize the Torah, such as the promised land,
the sacrifices, the religious festivals, and the fine points of the law, all of which were compelling
only to the nation of Israel. To appeal to other cultures, the authors needed to use a style of
moral reasoning that would enable them to present a compelling case to the diverse audiences
they were addressing. Consideration of consequences enabled them to do just that. That is not
to say that the wisdom books are utilitarian in their view of morality. They do not ground right and
wrong in consequences; instead, they use the outcomes to help make their case for the way of
wisdom.The Bible also appeals to ethical egoism and self-interest, specifically in the covenant
blessings and curses in Deuteronomy 27–30. Here God reveals to Moses that Israel’s
agricultural prosperity and national security are dependent on their national obedience to the
covenant. Thus their loyalty to the covenant will result in certain blessings, while their
disobedience will lead to certain curses. Accordingly, Israel would have a high degree of national
self-interest to obey the law. The prophets repeatedly refer to the blessings and curses of the
covenant in their attempts to call Israel back to faithfulness to God, suggesting that the covenant
curses and blessings form a significant aspect of Old Testament ethics. In addition, the New
Testament suggests that receiving the gospel message is in one’s self-interest in that it enables
a person to avoid a Christless eternity. Further, it is implied that obedience to God is in one’s



long-term self-interest, even though it may be accompanied by short-term adversity and
persecution. Again, this is not to say that Scripture uses egoism as a self-sufficient ethical
system, but rather, that the appeal to virtues and principles is supplemented by an appeal to self-
interest.Finally, the Bible also appeals to natural law, or the revelation of God’s moral values
outside the pages of Scripture. For example, the book of Proverbs defines right and wrong
(wisdom and folly) by observing nature (Prov. 6:6–11; see also Ps. 19:1–6) and human
relationships (Prov. 24:30–34). Natural law is not strictly limited to observations from nature,
however. It refers to universal moral principles that are not specifically derived from special
revelation. The oracles to the nations (e.g., see Isa. 13–23; Jer. 46–51; Ezek. 25–32) are good
examples of biblical appeal to natural law. Unlike Israel, who had the Mosaic law, these nations
lacked the law and are still condemned for many of the same transgressions as Israel, including
injustice, violence, and oppression of the poor. We can conclude, therefore, that these nations
were somehow aware of their crimes; otherwise, God could not be just in holding them
accountable. The means by which God made them aware of these moral obligations is general
revelation, or natural law. Thus, according to Scripture, natural law supplements the ethics
provided by special revelation.Conspicuously absent from the Bible’s diverse styles of moral
reasoning is any appeal to relativism, either cultural relativism (in which morality is determined
by the cultural consensus) or moral subjectivism (in which right and wrong are determined by
one’s individual tastes and preferences). Because of the transcendent source for Christian
ethics, it is presumed that morality cannot be confined to the dictates of culture, not to mention a
person’s subjective preferences. There is a presumption of universality to Christian ethics that
comes from the virtues and principles being grounded in God’s character and commands
respectively. Because of this transcendent grounding, the biblical authors find it difficult to see
morality as anything but universally applicable. There are gray areas in which the biblical
principles are not clear and areas that Scripture does not directly address. In those cases not
giving offense to certain cultural norms is considered important (Rom. 14–15; 1 Cor. 8). But that
only comes into consideration when the overriding virtues and principles are not determinative
of the morally right course of action. Nowhere in Scripture does a cultural norm take priority over
a clear mandate from God’s character or biblical principles. Culture is certainly taken into
account when it comes to applying the virtues and principles, but that is a far different matter
than culture determining what the moral norms ought to be.Old Testament EthicsThe Old
Testament contains a rich resource of material for ethical reflection, beginning with the Ten
Commandments and moving through the wisdom literature to the prophets’ searing moral
condemnation of Israel for their idolatry and resulting moral shortcomings, including violence,
oppression of the poor, injustice, and sexual immorality. The Ten Commandments are the
foundation, of which the rest of the law of Moses is an expansion. The wisdom literature,
especially the Proverbs, takes the general principles of the law and applies them to both Israel
and an international audience. These books encourage following the way of wisdom, which
includes growing in positive character traits such as prudence, humility, teachability, and purity.



The prophets usually address the nation of Israel, essentially preaching the law to them and
calling the people to change their lives in accordance with the law.It is true that much of the
Mosaic law was superseded by the coming of Jesus and is not addressed to the community of
God’s people today in the same way it was addressed to the nation of Israel. Of course, the
ceremonial law, especially the sacrifices, have been made obsolete by Jesus’ sacrificial death
on the cross (Heb. 8–10). But much of the civil law is no longer in effect either because God’s
people have been “released from the law” (Rom. 7:6). But the Bible affirms that all Scripture is
profitable (2 Tim. 3:16–17), even though not all of it directly addresses issues facing the
community today. Part of the hermeneutical task that is foundational to ethics is to properly read
Scripture to determine the moral norms that are applicable for today.This task is complicated by
the fact that the Bible was written to a very different culture, which spoke different languages and
wrestled with very different issues than we do today. In one sense, all Scripture is culture-bound;
that is, it was written with a particular set of cultural understandings and spoke to issues that
may seem foreign today. Part of the interpretive task is to discern what general principles or
virtues can be gleaned from the specific teachings of the Old Testament Law and Prophets. Of
course, some aspects of Old Testament ethics are directly applicable, such as the command to
love God with all one’s heart, soul, and strength (Deut. 6:4–6). But other aspects require
discovering a broader, more general principle or virtue that can then be applied to a
contemporary problem or issue. For example, we don’t literally offer the sacrifice of thanksgiving
today because we are not under the ceremonial law. But the underlying principle, that God’s
people should regularly recognize and celebrate God’s goodness to them, cultivating the virtue
of gratitude, can be drawn from the texts that command these offerings. We would then apply the
more general principle of offering gratitude to God but do it in a different way without offering a
sacrifice.
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PMP Coach, “Excellent Book on Ethics. I Like this book for it's in-depth insight into ethics. It has
helped me be successful in my studies.”

Laura, “Christian Morals. Fairly gives a survey of options rather than railroading you down the
authors opinion. nice”

T. Miller, “Early Shipping. Book arrived intact with details just as mentioned and shipping was
earlier than estimated. Highly recommended.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Read this and learn. Good textbook”

Jeff, “Great resource. Excellent resource with additional aids available from the publisher for
teaching and testing. The 16 chapter format is great for a traditional 16 week  course.”

Lilli, “Right. Good uses”

Jimmy R. Reagan, “Great Textbook!. That this book reaches this 4th edition shows its influence.
My guess is that’s its one of the most popular ethics textbooks from a Christian perspective
available today and has been so for over twenty years. Morality is both in decline and being
pushed out of our consciences by today’s amoral culture. Scott Rae brings a biblically grounded
view of the major moral issues of our day in this helpful book. Rather than speaking in black and
white terms alone, he helps us shine Scripture into the gray areas. While what the Bible explicitly
says is strictly black and white, the ravages of sin often back us into confounding gray areas. In
other words, we can use some help in sifting things that are not readily apparent.Another feature
of this book is help where the Bible is clear but culture is in rebellion. Standing against the tide
requires more than glib answers. As Christians, we want to help people more than merely
winning a fight, so we need more than surface-level thinking. Right and wrong and therefore
morals can be logically proclaimed. We need to know how to make a difference.After a fine
introductory chapter that explains why morality is desperately needed, we have further looks at
how to think of morality, what Christian ethics is, and insights into how to make ethical decisions
in the subsequent chapters. The balance of the book takes individual issues and includes things
like abortion, biotechnology, euthanasia, capital punishment, war, sexual ethics, and even
environmental issues and border control. As you would expect, no reader is likely to agree with
every argument or conclusion. I know I didn’t. But how to think about these issues is effectively
presented in every case.This fine textbook reads well, is easy to follow, and would be a boon for
any reader. It’s a great title to either work through or have on hand when specific issues arise.”

Laszlo, “A very useful book on everyday ethics. Great book with everyday topics on Christian



ethics.”

The book by Scott B.  Rae has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 238 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Copyright Page Contents Acknowledgments 1. Introduction: Why Morality Matters 2.
How to Think About Morality 3. Christian Ethics 4. Making Ethical Decisions 5. Ethics At the
Beginning of Life, Part 1 6. Ethics At the Beginning of Life, Part 2 7. Biotechnology, Genetics, and
Human Cloning 8. Ethical Issues At the End of Life 9. Capital Punishment 10. War, Violence, and
Morality 11. Sexual Ethics 12. Creation Care and Environmental Ethics 13. Ethics and
Economics 14. Violence and Gun Control 15. Race, Gender, and Diversity 16. Immigration,
Refugees, and Border Control Notes Scripture Index General Index



Language: English
File size: 2628 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 522 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Simultaneous device usage: Up to 5 simultaneous devices, per publisher limits

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

